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On the FLOORbeneath the’window of a small, 
dusky room lay my father, remarkably long and 
all dressed in white; the toes of his bare feet were 
strangely widespread, and the fingers of his gentle 
hands, now quietly crossed on his breast, were like¬ 
wise distorted. The dark discs of copper coins 
closed his laughing eyes, his kind face had become 

livid, and I was terrified by the glint of his set 
teeth. 

My mother, in a red skirt but little else was 
kneeling beside him, combing back his soft hair 
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with the black comb 1 had used as a saw to cut 
through the rind of watermelons. She kept mut¬ 
tering something in a deep, hoarse voice; her grey 
eyes were swollen and seemed melting into large 
tears- 

My hand was being held by my grandmother — 
a roundish woman with a large head, enormous 
eyes, and a funny, fleshy nose. She was all soft 
and dark and fascinating. She too was weeping, but 
in a peculiar way that formed a pleasant accompa¬ 
niment to my mother. She trembled all over and 
kept pushing me towards my father, but I hung 
back, hiding behind her skirts. I was afraid and 
uncomfortable. 

I had never before seen grownups cry and did 
not understand the words my grandmother kept 
saying to me: 

Go take your leave of your daddy. You'll never 
see him again. He/s died, my darling, before his 
time, before his hour. . . 

1 had just recovered from a serious illness, 
during which my father—I remember that very 
we 11—had come and played with me merrily. 
But suddenly he disappeared and his place was 
taken by this strange woman who was my grand¬ 
mother . 


to 




“Did you have to walk far to eet here'''" I asked 
her. 


I didn’t walk, I rode. You don’t walk on the 

water, you fig, she answered. “I came down from 
the Lower,* higher up." 

This sounded very funny and mixed up: higher 
up in our house lived some bearded, painted Persi¬ 
ans, while in the cellar lived an old yellow-skinned 
Kalmyk who sold sheepskins. You could descend 
by sliding down the banister, .or by somersaulting 
if you fell off—I ,knew this w^U enough. But 

where did the water come in? She was all wrong 
and crazily mixed up. 

Why do you call me a fig?" 

Because you re so big," was her laughine 
retort. ^ 

She had a kind, bright, lilting manner of 

speech. From the very first day she and I became 

great friends, and now I was anxious that we both 
get out of this room. 

My mother upset me. Her tears and wailing 
filled me with unwonted alarms. I had never seen 
her like this before: ordinarily she was a stern 
woman, who wasted no words. She was clean and 


* “ Xhe Lower 
short form of 




-jf. f «ghsh translation of “N 

IN izhni-ISJovgorod, TV, 


izhni” 


11 


smootH anti large as a iTiorc; she had a firm body 
and oxcecdinelv strong hands. Rut now she was 
unpleasantly swollen and ».li she veiled. Her clothes 
were torn, and her hair, usually piled into such a 
neat, bright cap on top ol her head, was flowing 
over her bare shoulders anti into her eyes, with one 
braid swinging into my father s sleeping face. 1 had 
been standing in the room for some time, but not 
once had she so much as glanced at me, absorbed as 
she was in combing my father s hair anti weeping. 

The soldier who was on duty glancetl into the 
room, along with some dark-faced muzhiks. 

'*J-Jurry and lay him out, cried the soldier 

i rritably. 

The window was hung with a dark shawl which 
blew out like a sail. Once when my father had 
taken me for a ride in a sailboat there had come 
an unexpected crash ot thunder. My father had 
laughed, pressed me between his knees, and cried: 

**That s all right, don t be afraid, son! 

Suddenly my mother sprang up heavily, then 
fell on her back, her hair streaming over the 
floor, her sightless face livid> her teeth clenched 

like those of my father. 

''Lock the door^—take Alcjcei out,'^ she gasped 

in an awful voice. 
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My gr and mot lie r pushed me as id e as she rushed 
toward the door. 

'‘Don't be afraul, good [leople!^^ slie cried 
“Don t touch lier! Go away, for the love of Christ! 
It s not the cholera! It's tlie birth pains beginning I 
1 ake pity, good people’/' 

1 hid behind a trunk in a dark corner, from 
where I cou Id watch my mother writhing on the 
floor, moaning and grinding her teeth, while my 
grandmother crawled about, murmuring tenderly 
and happily: 

*dn tlie name of the Father and the Son! Try 
to bear it, Varyusha"" Holv Mother of God. mer- 

^ p/ * 

ciful patron. . . ’ 

I was terrified. 1 hey kept moving about on the 
floor near my father, groaning and crying and 
bumping into liim, but he lay there motionless, 
seeming to laugli at them. This kept up for a long 
time. Several times my mother struggled to her 
feet, only to fall back again; my grandmother 
bounced in and out of the room like a great 
black ball; suddenly a baby cried in the darkness. 

^ The sulTixes -sha, -yusha, -oshka, -ochka, added to 
proper names convey a feeling of intimacy and affection, 
Varya—Varyusha, Alexei—Alyosha.—TV. 
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Thank God, ’ breathed my grandmother. 


b o y! 




1 was standing on 


She lighted a candle. 

o 

1 must liave fallen asleep in the corner, tor I 
remcml>er nothing else. 

IVIy next vivid recollection is ot a deserted spot 
in a cemetery on <i rainy d ay; 
a slippery monnd of earth gazing <.lown the hole 
into which they were lowering niy talher s coHin. 

I he hot tom of the l>ol e was fill cd w i t h ^\' a t e r and 
frogs—two of them had jumped onto the yellow 
litl of the coffin. 

1 he only people iit the grave were the dripping 
guard on duty, two grumpy muzliiks with spades, 
my grandmother anil I. All of us were bathed in a 
fine spray of rain. 

"I")ig it in/* said the guarvl, moving away. 

My grantimother wept, covering her face with 
the ends of her shawl. I he inu/.hiks bent over and 
threw the first spatlefuls of dirt into the hole. 1 he 
water splaslied and the frogs began to leap against 
tlie walls of the grave, but the clumps of earth 
beat them back. 

"Get away, Alyosh.i,” said my grandmother, 
taking me by the shoulder. I slipped out of her 
grasp, because 1 did not want to go away. 
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Oh Lord, she sighed, in a tone which left 

some doubt as to whether she was complaining 

about me or the Lord, For a long time she stood 

silent, with lowered head; even when the 

grave was entirely filled in she kept on standing 
there. ^ 

The muzhiks packed the earth with the backs 

of their spades; a wind rose and drove the rain 

away. Grandmother took me by the hand and led 

me to a distant church standing among a forest 
of dark crosses. 

"Why don’t you cry?” she asked me when we 
were outside the cemetery. "You ought to cry.” 

"I don’t feel like it,” I said. 

"Well, if you don’t feel like it, you needn’t,” 
she answered quietly. 

It was most surprising that she should have 
told me to cry. I rarely cried, and then only when 
my feelings were hurt—never from bodily pain. 

y ather had always laughed at my tears, but 
another had shouted: 

"'Don't dare cry!^^ 

After that we rode in a droshky down a wide 
muddy street between dark red houses. 

Won't the frogs get out?" I asked. 

No they won’t, God bless them," she answered. 
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Neither my motlicr nor father had ever spoken 
the name of God so fre(^|ncnlly and with snch 

(amiliarity. 

A few days later my mother and grandmother 
and I were ml mg in the sm^ill cahin of a hoat. 
My infant brother Maxim had dic».l attd was lying 
on the tcddc in the corner wrapped in wliite, tied 


witli red tape. 

1 sal on lop of our trunks and bundles, looking 
out ol the btdging window that rcmintled me of the 
eye of a horse. Murky, foaming water kept running 
down the glass. Sometimes it would wash com- 
ph'tely over it. I hen I would involuntarily jumn 
down to the Iloor. 


"l^on 't be af raUl 
me up in lier soft 
the bur idles. 


said my grandmother, lillii^g 
arms and putting me bav k on 


A nioi.st gt*ey log huitg over the waler; every 
once in a while a dark strip of land somewher*' 
in the distance would emerge from the log. 
only to dissolve again. Everylhing about us was 
sliaking. Only my mother stood firm an<.l motion¬ 
less, leaning against the wall with her liands 
behind her head, her eyes tightly closed. Her 
face was dark and grim and siglitlcss. She never 
spoke a worrl, and seemed somehow new aiul 
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different. Even tlic dress sl~ie W3.s wearing w^^xs 
u nfamil iar to me. 

Every once in a vvliile my grandniotlier would 
say to her softly: 

If you’d only be having a bite to eat, Varyu-sh.i 
—just a wee bite. . . 

But my mother remained silent and motion- 
less. 

Grandmother spoke to me in a whisper; she 

spoke a bit louder to my mother, but timidly and 

cautiously, and very rarely. It seemed to me that 

she was afraid of my mother. I could understand 

this, and it drew me all the closer to my grand¬ 
mother. 


“Saratov," said my mother in an unexpectedly 
loud, harsh voice. "Where’s the sailor?" 

Even her words were strange and unfamiliar — 
Saratov/^ '"the sailor.^"'. 


Into the cabin came a broad-shouldered, grey- 

haired man dressed in blue and carrying a little 

box. Grandmother took it from him and began to 

p ace the body of my brother in it. When she had 

finished she carried it to the door on outstretched 

arms, but she was so fat she could not get through 

without turning sidewise, so she stood there non- 
plussed, looking very funny. 


2—659 
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“Oh, mother!''^ cried my own mother impa¬ 
tiently, taking the coffin out of her hands. Then 
they both disappeared and 1 remained in the cabin 
with the man in blue. 

“So your brother’s gone and left us/^ he said, 

bending over me. 

“Who are you?" 

“A sailor," 

“And who's Saratov?" 

“A city. Look out the window. There it is." 
The land was moving past the window, dark 
and lumpy and wreathed in mist, reminding me of 
a large hunk of bread just cut from the loaf, 
“Where did grandmother go?" 

“To bury her grandson." 

“Will they put him in the ground?" 

“Of course they will," 

1 told the sailor how they had dug in live frogs 
when they buried my father. He lifted me in his 
arms, hugged me tight and kissed me. 

"Ah* sonny, it's not much you understand yet! 
he said. "It's not the frogs are to be pitied the 
devil with them—it's your mother. Just look 

what grief's done to her! 

There was suddenly a great shrieking and 
blowing up above, but 1 knew it was the steam- 
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boat and was not afraid. The sailo 

down hurriedly and rushed out, 
went: 


r put me 
saying as he 




"Have to be off! 

I aUo wanted to be off. 1 went out of the cabin 
There was nobody in the dark, narrow passage.' 
Not far front the door I could see the gfitter of 
rass oo t e stairs. I looked up and caught sight of 
people with baggage and bundles in their hands. 

whT* ' everyone was leaving the boat 

which meant that I too must leave. 

But when I reached the deck in j r- if 

u i 1 ^ ^ in the midst of all 

ing Tt t " P-P'' *>'8“ ^J-out. 

anI°feU mf.‘ a/I ’’7 -- 

peered and said: ^ geey-haired sailor ap. 

eabh!'.'*. .7°” came out of his 

wh”77e‘'pm me *o «he cabin, 

finger at ml h- 




€i 


out. 


give It to you! he threatened as he went 


2* 
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Gradually the bustle overhead quieted down, 
the steamer stopped treiubliue;. the splashing of 
the water ceased. A wet wall blocked the window 


of the cabin; it became dark and stulfy. and the 
bundles seemed to swell up and crowd me out. 
What if they left me here on this empty steamer 

for 

1 went to the door. It was shut tight and I was 
unable to turn the brass knob . I took a bottle ot 


milk and swung it at the knob with all my lorce. 
I he bottle smasheil aiul the milk llowed over my 


feet iiiul into niy l>oots. 

Crushed by my failure, I lay down on the 

bundles and cried myself to sleep. 

When I woke up the steamer was once more 

trembling, the water splashing, and the window o 
the cabin was shining like the sun. My giand- 
mother was sitting beside me combing her hair am 
frowning as she muttered something to • 

She had an amazing quantity of blued>lack hair 
wliieh fell thickly over her shoulders, breast and 
knees, sweeping down to the lloor. With one hand 
,he lifted it oir tlie lloor and held it tight, while 
tlic other she forced a coarse wrooclcn com 
.l.rouKl. ll»- l.cavy atra.uK; Ucr mov.tW w.-.. 
Bcrcwcil lip. Iicr lUrk eyes flaslicil willi anger, an 
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her face looked little and amusing in that *11 ass 
of hair. 

She seemed in a bad mood today, but when I 
asked her why she had such longhair, her voice was 
as soft and friendly as it had been the day before 

IVIost likely a visitation from the Lord_ 

*Here, spend your days combing this accursed 
mane!' In my youth I vaunted it; in my age 1 
curse it. But get back to sleep, child. It s early 
yet-the sun's scarce up/^ 

I don t want to sleep any more. *' 

Well don t, if you're not w^anting to, ** slie 

agreed, braiding her hair and glancing at the couch 

where my mother lay on her back straight as an 

arrow. How did you be breaking that bottle 
yesterday? Speak soft.^^ 

She had a peculiar way of singing her w'ords 

that made it easy for me to remember them_ 

words as vivid and luscious as flowers. When she 
smiled, the irises of her dark eyes expanded and 
shone with an inexpressible light; her smile re¬ 
vealed strong white teeth, and in spite of the 
numerous wrinkles on her swarthy cheeks, her 
whole face seemed young and bright. It was spoiled 
only by her fleshy, red-tipped nose with its 
flaring nostrils. She took snuiffrom a black silver- 
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embossed box. Everything about her was dark, 
but through her eyes one glimpsed the warm, 
cheerful, ui\c|uenchable light which illumined 
her from within. She was stout, and so bent as 
to be almost hunchbacked, but she moved about 
with the ease and agility of a large cat. And she 
was just as soft as that alfcctionate animal. 

It seemed that until lier arrival I had been 
sleeping, hidden away in the darkness. But 
.she came and woke me tip and led me out into the 
light. She spun all my surroundings into a single, 
unbroken thread, then wove it into multicol¬ 
oured lace; she immediately became my triend for 
the one who was nearest and dearest to me, 
and the one I most understood. Hei scltlcss love 
of life enriched me and gave me the stitngth to 

cone with my hard future. 

Steamboats moved slowly forty years itgo. It 
took us a long time to reacli N izhni-Novgorod, and 
I well rciTiember those first days, drenched with 

beauty. 

rhe weather was tine, and from morning to 
niglit I was up on deck witli my grandmother, 
floating there beneath the bright sky, between the 
banks of the Volga embroidered witli the golden 
silk of autumn. I be rust-coloured boat witb a batgt 
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in tow moved, lazily against the current, nosing its 

way with a gentle slapping of paddles through the 

grey-blue water. The barge was grey and resembled 

a water bug. The sun stole imperceptibly above 

the Volga; every hour brought something new_ 

everything about us changed. The green hills 

were folds in the rich raiment of the earth. Towns 

and villages seemed made of gingerbread as they 

passed in the distance; golden autumn leaves 
floated on the water. 


'Just see how wonderful it ismy grandmoth¬ 
er kept exclaiming as she moved from one side of 

the deck to the other, her face radiant, her eyes 
dilated with joy. 

Often she would stand looking at the shore quite 

oblivious of my presence, her hands crossed on her 

breast, her lips curved in a smile, her eyes filled 

with tears. Then I would tug at her dark, flowered 
skirt. 


Ehr she would say, pulling herself togeth- 

^ having a dream." 

what are you crying about?"'^ 

That s from happiness, my lad, from feeble¬ 
ness, my darling," she would say with a smile. 

s an old one I am now, with more than three 
score summers behind. .. ." 
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Th en she would take a pinch of snuff and begin 
to tell me fantastic stories about saints and ani¬ 
mals and kind robbers and dark powers. 

She told her tales in a quiet, mysterious voice, 
her face close to mine, gazing into my eyes with 
dilated pupils as though she were pouring into my 
heart a stream of strength to support me. She sang 
rather than spoke, and the further she went, the 
more rhythmic became her style. It was an inex¬ 
pressible joy to listen to her, and when she had 
finished a tale I wou Id cry: 

on!^" 

“And then it was like this: under the stove sat 
the hearth goblin, a splinter of noodle in his paw. 
Rocking he sat, and moaning Oh, little mice, 
little mice! Oh, 1 shall die, little mice! 

She grabbed up her own foot and sat rocking 
back and forth with her face all screwed up as 
though she were the sufferer. 

Sailors gathered round—good-natured, beard¬ 
ed men—and they laughed as they listened, 
and praised her and also asked for more. 

“Go on, granny, tell us another I 

And then they would say: 

“Come along and have supper with us.^^ 

At supper they would treat her to vodka and 
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me to watermelon and cantaloupe; ‘that was all 

done on the sly, for there was a man on board who 

forbade the eating of fruit. If he caught anyone 

with fruit he would grab it away and toss it into 

the river. He was dressed like a guard, with brass 

buttons down his uniform, and was always drunk. 
People Kid from Kim. 


My mother rarely came up on deck and in gen¬ 
eral avoided us. She remained as silent as ever. 
To this day I remember her tall, handsome figure, 
her grim, dark face crowned by fair braids_ 

all of her powerfulness and her hardness, seen as 

though through a fog, or a bright cloud. And across 
the years comes the unfriendly gleam of her grey 

eyes, as enormous as those of my grandmother. 
Une day she said sternly; 

“You make a laughingstock of yourself, ma.^" 

Let the folks be laughing, if they like," replied 

my grandmother good-naturedly. "It's a world of 
good it 11 be doing tKem!^"^ 

I remember my grandmother's childlike joy on 
catching sight of Nizhni. "Look, look how fine it 
is! she cried as she grabbed me by the hand and 
pushed me toward the rail. "There's your Nizhni 
for you! What a beauty! Look at the domes of the 
c urches^as if they was flying!" She turned to 
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my mother almost in tears. 'Take a look, Varyu- 
sha! You've most forgot it, I reckon. Drink in the 
joy of it!/^ 

Mother smiled gloomily. 

The steamer came to a halt opposite the lovely 
city. It stopped in the middle of the river, which 
was crowded with ships and bristling with hun¬ 
dreds of masts. A large boat filled with people ap¬ 
proached our steamer and hooked on to the 
lowered gangplank, up which the people climbed 
to our deck. At the head of them rushed a lean 
little old man in a long black coat. He had green 
eyes, a hooked nose, and a beard red as gold. 

Father called my mother in a loud voice, 
throwing herself into his arms. He seized her head 
in his little red hands and began stroking her 
cheeks and squealing excitedly: 

^^Eh, eh, you silly! Hal So here you are! Ah-h, 
tck, tck, tck!''^ 

Grandmother hugged and, kissed everybody all 
at once, whirling about like a propeller. 

*^Here, quick,she said, pushing me toward 
the people, ^*This is Uncle Mikhail; this is Ya¬ 
kov, here's Aunt Natalya; and these boys are 
cousins—both named Sasha; and cousin Kate¬ 
rina; all our tribe—just look how m^nyl 
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"How are you, motherr' my grandfather asked 
her. 

They kissed each other three times. 

Then my grandfather snatched me out of the 
crowd and said, with his hand on my head: 

"And who might you be?"^ 

"Tm from Astrakhan, out of the cabin." 

What's that he's saying?" asked my grand¬ 
father, turning to my mother. But then he pushed 
me along without waiting for an answer. “Got his 

father s cheekbones," he observed. “Get down into 
the boat." 

We rode to shore and climbed up the cobbled 
road between two high embankments covered with 
y®how, trampled grass. 

h/Iy grandfather walked up ahead with my 
mother. He came only to her shoulder and took 
quick little steps, while she glanced down on him 
from above and seemed to float through the air. 
Behind them walked my uncles without speaking: 
Mikhail, with black, straight hair and a body as 
thin as my grandfather's; Yakov, with blond, curly 
hair. Then came some fat women in bright-col¬ 
oured dresses, and about six children, all of them 
o der than me and very quiet. I walked with my 
grandmother and little Aunt Natalya. She was 
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pale and blue-eyed and had an enormous belly. 
Every cnee in a while she would stop to catch her 
breath and murmur: 


'^Oh , 1 cand go another step. ’ 

''Why did they have to bring you along? 
muttered my grandmother angrily. “A stupid 
tribe! 


I did not like cither the children or the grownups 
and felt like a stranger among them. Even my 
grandmother seemed to have faded and become 
distant. 


I especially disliked my grandfather, immedi¬ 
ately sensing an enemy. He roused in me a wary 
curiosity, and 1 paid him particular attention. 

We reached the end of the climb. Built against 
the right embankment at the very top stood a 
low, one-storied house from which the street took 


its beginning. It was painted a dirty pink and had 
bulging windows with the roof pulled down low 
over them. It seemed large when I viewed it from 


outside, but inside the rooms were 


and dark 


and crowded. Irritable people kept milling through 
them, like ott the steamer just before docking; 
child ren flocked about like lliiovisb sparrows, and 
the entire house was permeated with an acrid, 


unfamiliar odour. 
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I found mysell' out in the yard, which was no 
more pleasant. Vats filled with thick, coloured 
water stood about everywhere, while huge cloths 
were strung up on lines to dry. From a low, ram- 
shackled shed in one corner came the glow of a 
wood fire in a stove; something was boiling and 
bubbling and an invisible person was pronounc- 
ing strange words in a loud voice: 

“Santalin—magenta—sulphuric acid. ...” 

li 

This was the beginning of a swift, eventful, and 
inexpressibly strange life. I remember it like a 
sombre tale told by a good genius who was yet 
painfully realistic. Now, as I recall the past, I 
sometimes have difficulty in believing that it 
was really like that; 1 am inclined to refute and 

protest many of the facts, so dark and cruel was 
the life of this ”stupid tribe. 

But the truth is beyond all commiseration, 
and It is not about myself I am writing, but about 
the stifling and horrifying surroundings in which 
the ordinary Russian lived and still lives. 

My grandfather's house was filled with hot 
vapours of hostility—the hostility of each to- 
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ward all. The older people were completely poi- 
soiied by it, ai\d even the children were contami¬ 
nated. Later I learned from my grandmother's 
stories that my mother had arrived just at a time 
when her brothers were demanding that their 
father divide his property among them. The un¬ 
expected return of my mother made this demand 
more urgent. They were afraid she would ask for 
the dowry which my grandfather had withheld 
because she had married ' self-willed,'** without 
his approval. My uncles claimed that this dowry 
should be divided between them. For some time 
they had been carrying on a bitter argument 
as to which of them should open up a shop in the 
city, and which in the settlement of Kuna vino, on 
the other side of the Oka River. 


Soon after our arrival a quarrel broke out in 

the kitchen while we were having dinner. IVIy 

uncles suddenly jumped up and leaned across the 

table, yelling and shouting in my grandfather^s 

face, baring their teeth and shaking themselves 

like dogs. My grandfather struck the table with 

his spoon, turned red in the face, and shrieked 
hoarsely: 

1 11 turn you out to beg in the streets! ** 

With a painful grimace, my grandmother said: 
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"Give them everything, father. Go ahead and 
give it them, and have some peace." 

Tut, you conniver!"he cried with flashing eyes. 
It seemed strange that anyone as small as he 
could shout so deafeningly. 

My mother rose and walked slowly to the win¬ 
dow, where she stood with her back to all of them 
Suddenly Uncle Mikhail gave his brothl a 
smashing blow in the face. The latter let out a 
howl, grabbed his brother, and the two of them 

went rolling across the floor, panting and grunting 
and swearing. ® 

The children began to cry; my pregnant Aunt 
Natalya let out a despairing wail; mother seited 
er m both arms and led her away; Yevgenia, the 

JO y, pock-marked nanny, chased the children 
out of the kitchen; chairs crashed; apprentice 

ganok straddled Uncle Mikhail’s back, while 
wmkm' -“"gy. bearded master. 

With a Towel ^ 

.he^flooTa'dT*’’''^ 

peonTeT" 'd »bat 

fh? ahu""" -n -ound 
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At the very beginning of the argument I had 
been frightened up onto the stove, from where I 
watched my grandmother wash the blood from 
Uncle Yakov's battered face. He wept and 
stamped his feet, while she said despairingly. 
‘'Come to your senses, you accursed ones! What 

a wild tribe! ^ 

My grandfather shouted at her as he pulled at 
his torn shirt: 

“So these are the brutes you brought into the 
world, you old witch! 

When Uncle Yakov went out, she cowered into 


a corner. 

“Holy Mother of God/^ she wailed, please do 

give my children some sense! 

My grandfather stood with his eyes glued to 

the table where everything was spilled and over¬ 
turned. 

"Better keep your eye on those sons of yours, 
mother,he said quietly, "or they’ll be doing 

away with Varvara, . , 

“God knows what you're saying! Here, take otf 
your shirt so's I can be mending it. She took his 
face in her hands and kissed him on the foiehead, 
while he, so much shorter, buried his head on her 

shoulder. 
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Looks Itk^ 1 ixMtrr divide up. moiKer.*' 

Yei, l4lKrr,^ 

Tkry .pokr togethrr lor ^ long linir*. At lir.t 
Ike.r conversation w*. am.able, but soon grand- 
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* 6gbt and shaking hit linger at 
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I was only too glad to get out of that kitchen. 

I could see very well that my grandfather kept 
following me with his sharp green eyes, and I was 
afraid of him. I remember that I was always trying 
to hide from those searing eyes. It seemed to me 
that he was mean; he addressed everyone in a tone 
that was offensive and sarcastic, taking delight in 

teasing and provoking people. 

'"Phooh, what people'/^ he was fond of saying, 
and the sound of that long-drawn-out ''oo^'" always 
made me feel chilled and forlorn. 

During the tea hour in the evening, when my 
grandfather and uncles and the workmen left the 
shop and came wearily into the kitchen, their 
hands stained with dye and raw with acid, their 
hair tied back with tape, making them resemble 
the dark icons in the corner of the kitchen 
during that dangerous hour my grandfather sat 
opposite me and made his other grandchildren 
envious by speaking to me more often than to 
them. There was something very right about him, 
very smooth and neatly chiselled. In spite of the 
fact that his embroidered satin vest was old and 
worn, his cotton shirt wrinkled, his pants patched at 
the knees, he gave the impression of being cleaner, 
better dressed and better looking than his sons. 
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who wore suit-coats, starched cuffs 
neckerchiefs. 


nd Silk 


ew days after our arrival he set me to lean.- 

mg my prayers. All the other children were older 

and had already been taught to read and write 

y t e deacon of the Uspensky Cathedral, a church 

whose golden domes could be seen from the win- 
uows of our house. 

I was taught by my quiet, timorous Aunt Na¬ 
talya, who had the face of a child and s„cl, trans¬ 
parent eyes that it seemed possible to look straight 
through them to the b.ach of her head. 

loved to sit and stare at her witl-irtut II- i 

incr TU- f . ^ 'Vitliout blink- 

O' -his rns-dc JK^r } l it 

her * 1 I " sJie would narrow 

ner eyes, twist her head and ask i.. 

aiiu asK in a voice 

was almost a whisper: 

plaase, 'Our father who art 
What does it mean, -who art-?” 

on t ask," she would renlv r,l • r 
tivelv about “U I . ^ fur- 

S..nply repeat after me, .Our father. . . . 

«-ouId not understand why askina i J 

only make it worse Tb. a ^ 

or, worse. Ihe words "who art" took 

a secret meaning r 

them- ^ ^ purposely distorted 


th a t 


“Who heart," "Whose heart 


JJ 


3 * 
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But my white-faced aunt, who seemed to be 
slowly melting away, would patiently correct me. 
“No, just say it simply, like this—'who art .... 
But neither she herself nor the words she spoke 
were simple. This annoyed me and made it difficult 

to remember the prayer. 

One day my grandfather checked up on my 

activities. 

"Well, Alexei," he said. "What you been doing 
today? Playing? See that from the lump on your 
forehead. Don't have to be very smart to get a 
lump on your forehead, but what about learning 

Our Father'?^^ 

"He has a bad memory," whispered my aunt. 
My grandfather laughed and raised his red 

eyebrows. 

"If that's the case, have to give him a licking. 
Your father ever lick you?" he asked, turning 

to me, 

l did not understand what he was talking about, 
SO I remained silent. 

"Maxim never beat the child and forbade me 
to," answered my mother. 

"How’s that?" ^ 

“He said that beatings never taught anybody 

anything." 
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He was a fool, that Maxim, may his soul rest 
i^ p^^ce! answered my grandfather testily. 

His words offended me, and he noticed this. 

"What you pouting about? Better watch your 
step! Sasha's going to get a nice little ripping-up 
on Saturday on account of that thimble," he said, 
smoothing back his red and silver hair. 

"How will you do it?" I asked. 

Everybody laughed, and my grandfather re- 
plied; 

"Just wait and you'll find out." 

I hid in the corner and began to figure it out: 
to rip meant to take apart the clothes brought to 
be dyed, but to lick and to beat apparently meant 
the same thing. People beat horses and dogs and 
cats, and in Astrakhan the soldiers beat the Per- 
sians I had seen that with my own eyes. But 
had never seen anyone beat little children. To 
e sure, my uncles sometimes gave their chil¬ 
dren a whack over the forehead or the back of 
t e head, but the victims seemed not to mind, 
simply rubbing the sore spot a bit and then 
torgettmg it. Sometimes I woulcj ask them if it 

hurt. 

bra^H little," they would answer 
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I knew about the famous ineiJont with the 
thimble. Between tea t.me and supper, my uncles 
anrl the master-wot kman would sew together 
pieces of dyed cloth into one length and Attach 
tic. LcuJLoarcl tags. /Vs a joke on tjic Jialf-blind 
Grigori, Uncle Mikhail told h.s nine-year-old 
nephew lo heat tiie workman s thimble over the 
candle. Sasha held the thimble over the Marne with 
a pair of tongs uni,I it was red-hot, then he placed 
it IK a, Grigori and hnl behiiul the stove. But 
at that moment my grandfather came in. sat down 
to work, and picketl up the hot thimble. 

I remember running into tjie kiteJien to see what 

a 1 H. noisi was about aiul linding my grandfatlier 

jumping comically about, holding his ear with 
hi.s burnt fingers and shouting: 

VC^ho tliil ijiis, you liartim-searums ’ 

Uncle Mikhail was beiuling over tlie table push- 
uig tJie thimble about with J,is linger and blowing 
oit It, Giigori was .sewing imperturbably, (l,e sJtad- 
ows licking across his luige bnld pate; Uncle Yakov 
came running in and slipped behind the stove to 

lis liter, my prandinothor began to grate 
a raw jiol a to for a poiilt iee, 

“It’s Yakov’.s Sasha did it, " said Uncle Mikhail 

all ol a siulclon, 



That s a lie, cried Yakov, jumping out from 
behind the stove. 

From somewhere in the corner his son began to 
bawl, 


"Don’t believe him, papa!" he called. "He told 
me to do it!" 


My uncles began to quarrel. Immediately my 

grandfather calmed down, placed the poultice on 

his finger, and went out without a wocd, taking me 
with him. 

Everyone said that Uncle Mikhail was to blame. 
It was only natural that during tea I should ask if 
he was to be ripped and beaten. 

“He ought to be," muttered my grandfather 
glancing askance at me. 


Uncle Mikhail pounded the table with his hand 
and shouted at my mother: 

If you don't take that puppy of yours in hand, 
Varvara, I’ll screw his head off!" 

“You just try laying a finger on him!" an- 
swered my mother. 

Everyone was silent. 

She had the knack of throwing people back with 
a ew short words that were utterly squelching, 
could see that everyone was afraid of my 
mot er, even my grandfather addressed her in -a 
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different tone quieter than the one he used with 

others. Tins pIcQsotl me. 

"My mother’s the strongest of allT' I would 
boast to my cousins. 

They never denied it. 

But what happened on tlie next Saturday shook 
my opinion of my mother. 

By Saturday I too had managed to get into 
trouble. 

1 was fascinated hy tlie way the grownups 
changed the colour of cloth. TJiey would take some¬ 
thing yellow, dip it in black water, and the ma- 
terial would come out dark blue—“indigo.” 

r they would rinse something grey in reddish 
water and it would come out dark red- 

mulberry.” All very simple, but incomprehen- 
sible. ^ 

I nursed a secret longing to try my hand at 

dyeing, and I confided this to Yakov’s Sasha, a 

po ite, serious boy who was always trailing the 

grownups, offering them his services. Everyone 

but nay grandfather praised him for being smart 
and obliging. ® 

"Phooh. the little toady!” the old man ^yoyld 
say, glancing contemptuously at the boy. 





Vakov’s Sasha svas dark and sk.nny, w„h h„lr. 

mg eyes, i^keacrab. He spoke i„ a husl.ed, h.irrlcsi 

voice, iiair swallowing liis wortlc nn ] I ■ r 
, , to \%oias and glancinsa fp,r. 

t.vely about as though he svore plan„„,g 

off and hide. Usually his brown eyes were imnrohde 

t)ut when he was cvrit^J iK > i .t 

to tremble. "-''■■'’'-I 

I did not like him. Hiked M.khail s Sasha much 

ter, sp.te of the fact that he was incon. 
spicuous and something of a dolt W 

and hnri k- I . ^ "'as quiet 

ana Had his mother s sad eves usd , . 

LJ- a. I »-yes and winning smile 

His teeth were very uelv iK 

his mouth d ^ they protruded from 

«is mouth and grew in a double row in his 

jaw. This kept him busy he had h' h' 

stantly m his mouth, trying to loosen and L 
out the teeth in the back rt.; .- I 

^ K* r o \\^ It o m Ic IV r 

■ed anyone who wished to feel them. But rjoT.ld 
find nothmg else of interest about h,m. H:7 

fii'Zif T„ trrrre''-- 

ty 3; Ch 

g when you were with him t 

close beside hire, * 

reside him at the window and sav 

plane "totthru^pl^kyCa7htd7at wbr^l"' 

fiontes stood out m fine relief againJt the re! glotr 
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oC the sunset. The birds would soar and plunge, 
then suddenly spread a black net across the 
fading sky and disappear, leaving a vast empti¬ 
ness behind them. When you watch something 
like this you have no desire to speak tor your 

breast is full of an aching pleasure. 

Uncle Yakov’s Sasha, on the other hand, could 
speak at length and impressively about anything, 
like a grownup. When he found out that I was 
anxious to learn the dyeing trade, he advised me to 
take the Sunday tablecloth out of the sideboard and 

dye it dark Blue. 

“White things take the colour better than any 
others, Tm sure of that,he said very seriously. 

I dragged out the heavy tablecloth and ran into 
the yard with it, but scarcely had I dipped one end 
of it into the vat containing “indigo ^ when Tsiga- 
nok threw himself upon me, grabbed the table¬ 
cloth out of my hands, wrung it in his enormous 
paws, and shouted to my cousin who was watching 

irom the shed: 

“Run for your grandmother!'^ 

He turned to me and shook his tousled head 
ominously. 

"You’ll get it for this all right," he sai 
My grandmother hurried out. She gasped when 



she saw the mischief, and even wept a few tears as 
she scolded me in her funny way; 

you Permyak, you, with your cabbage 
ears! You ought to get picked up and flopped down 
somewheres on the other side!" 

Then she began to plead with Tsiganok; 

Don t you be telling his grandfather, Vanya! 

I’ll hide it away and maybe it’ll pass over some¬ 
how. ..." 


You needn’t worry about me, but y.ju better 

see that Sasha don't go squealing," replied Vanya 

anxiously, wiping his wet hands on his stained 
apron. 

I’ll give him a coin to close his mouth," said 
my grandmother as she led me into the house. 

On Saturday, just before vespers, somebody 
took me into the kitchen. It was dark and quiet 
there. I remember that the dodrs into the entrance¬ 
way and the other rooms were tightly closed, 
t at the autumn evening lurked grey and misty 
eyond the windows where the rain was murmuring 
On a bench in front of the black mouth 
ot. the stove sat Tsiganok, unwontedly sullen- 
my grandfather was standing at a tub in the 
corner, pulling long birch wands out of the water 
measuring them, stacking them together, and 
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flicking them through the air with a great swish. 
My grandmother was standing somewhere in the 
shadow, loudly sniffing tobacco and muttering. 

Enjoys it, the brute. . . . 

Yakov’s Sasha was sitting on a chair in the 
middle of the kitchen digging his fists into his 
eyes and wailing like an old beggarman. 

"Forgive me, for the love of Christ. . . . 

Uncle Mikhail’s Sasha and his sister stood next 
to each other behind the table, stiff as posts. 

“I’ll forgive you after you’ve had your deserts," 
answered my grandfather, running a long, wet 
wand through his fist. "Well, take down your 

pants. 

He spoke calmly, and neither the sound of his 
voice, nor the movements of the boy on the squeak¬ 
ing chair, nor the shuffling of my grandmother s 
feet, violated the unforgettable silence of that 
shadowy kitchen beneath the low, smoke-grimed 

... , . 

Sasha got up, unfastened his pants, dropped 

them to his knees, and stumbled toward the bench, 

all bent over. It was awful to watch him my 

own knees started trembling. 

But it was even worse when he meekly lay face 

tlown on the bench and Vanya tied him under the 




armpits and around tKe neck, wi th a long towel, 
then bent over and held him by the ankles. 

'"Alexei!''*' called my grandfather. "Come closer! 
^^ell, who am I talking to? This is what is 
meant by a ripping—have a good look! One!. . 

With a short swing of his arm he brought the 
wand down on Sasha s bare body. T~he boy yelped. 

Don t pretend,*'^ said my grandfather. “That 
didn’t hurt! But this one will!" 

He gave him a lash that immediately brought 
a flush to the skin and left a nasty red welt. My 
cousin gave a long howl. 

Don't like it?" asked my grandfather, rhyth¬ 
mically moving his arm up and down. “Not to 
your taste? Here's your thimble for you!" 

Whenever he raised his arm something inside 

my breast was lifted along with it, and whenever 

he dropped his arm it was as ‘if I too had 
fallen, 

Sasha wailed in a high, thin voice that was hor¬ 
rid to hear. 

'T won’t do it again. Didn’t I tell you about the 
tablecloth? It was me who told. . . ," 

Telling, tales won’t clear you. The tattletale 

pts the first lashing. Now it’s your turn for the 
tlablecloth!" 
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My grandmother threw herself at me and 
snatched me up. 

You 11 not be touching Alexei! Idl not let 
you, you brute 

She began to kick at the door. 

'"Varvara! Varvara!she shouted. 

IVIy grandfather rushed, over, knocked her off 
her feet, grabbed me and hauled me to the bench. 

I struggled in his arms, pulled his red beard, and 
bit his finger. He roared and squeezed me and 
finally threw me down on the bench so that I 
struck my face. I remember his crying wildly: 

"Tie him down! Til kill him!'*'' 

And I remember my mother's white face and 
her enormous eyes. She kept running back and 
forth in front of the bench. 

Stop it, father! Let him gol'^'^ she gasped. 

IVIy grandfather beat me until I lost conscious¬ 
ness. For several days after that I was ill and lay 
face down on a wide, hot bed in a little room with 
one window in it and a little red light which was 
kept constantly burning in the icon corner. 

The days of my illness were important days of 
my life. During that time I seemed to suddenly 
grow older and develop a new quality—that of 
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being deeply concerned about all people. It was as 
though the skin had been torn olf my heart, mak¬ 
ing It unbearably sensitive to every injury, my 
own or another's. 

First of all, I was shocked by the quarrel which 

took place between my mother and grandmother. 

In this tiny room my big, black grandmother 

swooped down upon my mother, forcing her into 
^be icon corner and hissing; 

Why didn’t you snatch him away, eh?’" 

I was frightened." 

A big creature like you! For shame, Varvara! 
Id as I be, I had no fear! For very shame!" 
"Leave me alone, ma! I'm sick of it'" 



a-pitying of 


not a-loving of him! 
the poor little orphan!" 

I m an orphan myself—for all my life I" said 
■ny mother in a loud, pained voice. ' 

Then they both began to cry, sitting on the 

trunK in tKc corner. 

"If it wasn’t for Alexei I'd go away—some. 

w ere far awayl" said my mother. "I can't go on 

Itvmg in this hell. I can't, mal I haven’t the 
Strength! 

Ah, child of my flesh, my owm heart!" whis¬ 
pered my grandmother. 
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Now I knew; my mother was not strong after 
all, she, like all the others, was afraid of my 
grandfather. And I was responsible for keeping 
her here in this house where she could not bear to 
live. This thought was depressing. Actually my 

mother disappeared soon after that. She went 
visiting somewhere. 

One day my grandfather came to see me, all of 
a sudden, as though he had dropped down from 
the ceiling. He sat on the edge of the bed and felt 
my head with fingers cold as ice. 

How do you do, young man. . . . Go ahead and 
answer me—don t hold a grudge. W^ell, what?^'^ 
I felt like kicking him, but it hurt to move. 
His hair seemed redder than ever; he kept nod- 
ding his head uneasily while his bright eyes roved 
over the walls. Out of his pocket he took a gin¬ 
gerbread goat, two candy trumpets, an apple, 

and some raisins, and placed them on the pillow 
next to my nose. 

See, Tve brought you some presents. 

He bent down and kissed me on the forehead; 

then he began talking, stroking my forehead the 

while with his rough little hand stained a bright 

jrdlow, especially around his crooked, bird-like 
nails. 
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Gave you a little more than your share this 
t-e, sonny. I ...3 so mad-you bit me and 
scratched me and-well, I Just lost my temper. 

u It s not so bad that you got an overdose this 

comit It to your credit next time. 
You just remember one thincr_,,'be,-, 

folks do the beat.na >’ "“ir own 

l-o„. Bu. .ouch yo.-Lly 

.'rkcr'Y” ‘ 

dream, you 

Th k ' “ ay diey beat me, Alyosha' 

ey beat me so hard must have made the Lord 

God sceep .0 tvatch them. And what came ofTe 

Jubt look at me now _me tU^ l 

me^ the orpnan son of n 

beggarxs-oman— head of 1 .ck I ^ son ot a 

dertog people around '' - 

bo”v Tl’I'' '«"• “e'l-buil. 

dtilfuiiy piiiinirhrd d*’”'" ''’iuhood, 

other. ^ “"a *°P of the 

gowlfC^rum "‘'S 

s as he trumpeted into my face: 

ou came here on a -ri 

z:;i% z I**'"' 
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the bank, barefoot, over the sharp stones and the 
boulders, keeping it up from sunrise to nightfall, 
the sun streaming down till it made your head feel 
like an iron pot with something boiling inside, 
and you all bent over like a hairpin—your 
bones creaking—g^bag on and on, not seeing where, 
the sweat streaming into your eyes, your heart 
moaning, your lips groaning—ah yes, Alyosha, 
you have nothing to complain about! On and on 
you go until you fall out of the harness, your face 
buried in the earth and you glad of it, for at least 
it means the strength has passed clean out of 
you, to the last drop. And there you lay til it’s 
time to pass on or pass out, and little difference it 
makes which. That’s how we lived in the eyes of 
God, in the eyes of our bl essed Lord Christ Jesus!. . . 
Three times I measured the length of Mother 
Volga in such wise: from Simbirsk to Rybinsk, 
from Saratov to here, and from Astrakhan to 
Makaryev, to the lair—trails covering many 
thousands of versts! But in the fourth year I was 
promoted to bailer—the boss cou Id see 1 was 
more th an the ordinary run!^’ 

As he spoke, he seemed to grow before my eyes 
like a cloud, changing from a lean little old man 
into a hero of fabulous strength—one who single- 
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handed hauled a hupe fTrev i 

rent of ihn great river^ ^ 

Sometimes he would jump off the bed and dem- 
onstrate how the burlak>^ walked in their harness 

unfa °r ' "“'rr; he would sing 

unfamiliar songs in a bass voice, then once mor! 

rpr.ng youthfully bach onto the bed. a wondrous 
creature who went on talking in a voice which 
grew ever deeper and more convincing 

to a hilt" “i-- we-d come 

build a carpfirlTtThVfliri?' " 

those were the times, Alexei! mfCIL or'd"'’’ 

was boiling, some burlak would start 

tong for his heart’s ease, and ^ re ,T “ " 
join in—oh but it ’A u ^ ^ would 

•o hear us. a'nd the VolgatlrleT/ ''""d""'’ "“P 

tpeed, like a horse reiinr d ^ 
very heavens! Then all our Iroubl 

away like dust before the w A 

we’d forget even the porrldgrunt!? 1" 
aling over into the firel^ and fh, •. 

over the head th<» l ^ beating 

e nead the cook would eet 'K=. ^ 

tong, but don’t forget your job.r " 


❖ 


Haulers of. barges. 


Tr: 


4 * 
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Several times people came to the clooi and 
called him, but I would always plead. 

“Don't go yet! 

He would laugh and wave his hand. 

“Let them wait/^ he would call. 

Ho went on telling me tales until evening, and 
when he bid me an afiectionate farewell and left, 
I knew that grandfather was neither mean nor 
terrifying. It was painful to remember that it 
was he who had beaten me so cruelly, yet I could 


not forget it. 

My grandfather's visit opened the door to every¬ 
one else, and from morning to night someone was 
sitting at my bcdsitle, trying in every way to 
amuse me. I remember that these attempts weie 
not always successful. IVly grandmother camemoic 
often than anyone else; she even slept with me. 
But the one who left the deepest impression on 
my mind was 1 siganok. He came iix the evening 
a stocky, broad-shouldered fellow with a huge 
head covered with dark, curly hair. He was all 
dressed up in his Sunday clothes, consisting of a 
honey-coloured silk shirt, wi<.lc: plush tiouscis, 
and squeaky boots that wrinkled about his ankles 
like an accordion. His hair shone, liis slanting eyes 
flashed merrily from under heavy brows, his white 
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teeth gleamed from under the black line of his 
young moustache, and his shirt glowed, softly 
reflecting the red light of the icon lamp. 

Take a look," he said, pulling up the sleeve 
of his shirt to reveal a network of red scars on his 

bare arm. "See how swollen it is? But it was even 
worse; they've almost healed. 

I could see your grandad was crazy with fury 
hk. beat you to death, to I put nty atu, unde; 
he whip m the hope it would break. Then your 
grandad would have to get a new one, giving your 
granny or your mother a chance to snatch you 

away^But tt didn’t break-too well soaked. Lt 

till 1 spared you some of the lashes—you can 
see for yourself how many. I'm a slick one, I ami" 

He gave a soft, silky laugh. 

addeV*''i*° ' ‘Wouldn’t breathe," he 

;dded, glancng once more at his swollen arm 

I ouU see tt would turn out bad, but .hJJZ 
pt on, swinging away. ..." 

tegan “ 'T'' “"d 

wifh a chifdl keX'l ‘Z" ^-"dfather 
nty sympathy " ^mediately won 

I told him that I loved bjrm i 

answered with th- ^ ^ 

ered w.th th.s same unforgettable simplicity: 
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"'I love you too. That’s why I took this pain on 
myself—for love of you. Think 1 ’d h ave done it 
for anyone else? Spit on them—that’s what!^^ 

Then, with many furtive glances at the door, 
he began to teach iTie a lesson. 

'^Next time they give you a licking/^ he said, 
"'see you don’t tighten up, hear? It hurts twice as 
bad when you tighten up. Let your bo dy go free, 
SO S to be soft, like jelly! And don’t hold your 
breath. Breathe for all you’re worth and yell at 
the top of your lungs* You just remember th is! 

“Why, will they beat me again?^^ I asked. 

“What do you think? answered Tsiganok 
calmly. “Of course they will! Youdl get it lots of 
times yet!*’^ 

“What for?^" 

“Your grandfather will find what for, all 
right! 

And once more he began to teach me, with the 
greatest concern. 

“If he begins striking straight, just swishing 
down and that's all, you can lie there soft, with¬ 
out moving. But if he brings it down and then 
draws it across your body to pull the skin off^ 
then roll toward him, in the direction of the wand, 
hear? That makes it easierL^ 
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I* winked a dark, slanting eye at me and said: 

When It comes to beatings, I know more than 

a po iceman. You could make a pair of pants out 
of all the skin s been licked off me!" 

As I looked into his merry face, I recalled the 
tales my grandmother had told me about Ivan-the- 

rrince, and Ivanushka-the-Fool. 


Ill 

When 1 got well, it became clear to me that 

position in our 

ousehold. My grandfather did not shout at him as 

often and as roughly as he did at his sons, and when 

he spoke of him in his absence he would naTmw 
his eyes and shake his head- 

Mar?mrwo?dr u'r'n’''^" " *7 

along of us!" “P 

My uncles were also friendlv with T ■ i 

never played tricks ok- siganok and 

i-* y a tricRs on him, as thev rt:^ a.L 

master-workman Grigori Aim t ^ 

•hey thought up somf mean Me TZ 
latter-they would heat H.JrjXTs.t 

sorsj or put a tack on his chair i 

of different colours in the pile hi ^ "materials 

pile tie was stitching. 
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so that in his blindness he would sew them to¬ 
gether into one length and be upbraided for it by 

nay grandfather. 

One evening after dinner, when Grigori had fal¬ 
len asleep on the bunk in the kitchen, they paint¬ 
ed his face magenta, and for a long time he went 
about looking comical and terrifying; his long red 
nose hung down like a tongue between the two dark 
discs of his spectacles, which gleamed dully against 

the background of his grey beard. 

hdy uncles were inexhaustible in thinking up 
such tricks, but the workman took them without 
a word, only muttering to himself and taking the 
precaution of spitting copiously on his fingers 
before picking up the scissors, the iron, the tongs, 
or his thimble. This became a habit with him, so 
that even at the dinner table he would wet his 
fingers before touching a knife or a fork, to the 
vast amusement of the children. W^hen he was 
hurt, a wave of wrinkles would pass over his large 
face, strangely mounting to his forehead, lifting 
his brows, and disappearing somewhere on his 

bald pate. 

I do not know what my grandfather thought of 
his sons' sport, but my grandmother would shake 
her fist at them and shout: 
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You shameless devils; you fiends, you!" 

Behind Tsiganok's hack, my uncles would speak 

maliciously and sarcastically of him, criticizing 

his work and calling him a thief and a sluggard. 

I asked my grandmother why this was. 

It s because each of them wants Vanya to be 

working for him when he has his own workshop, ” 

s e answered. "So each belittles him afore the 

other, sly ones they be! But both are afraid Vanya 

wi choose to stay here with your grandfather 

stead of going with them. And your grandfatjier 

has h.s own hghts-he's like ,o go anil open up a 

third workshop along ofV.anya. 1 hat d he bad 
tor the uncles, seei'" 

She laughed quietly. 

"Set God Hisself a.Iaughing, the way they go 

on. And your grandfather sees their cunning, and 
teases them a-pumose" i • •xr 

recruit certificate,' says he 'so', tb/ ^ ^ . 

him to the army. Can't be sparing of him.' Now 

doesn .that make them mad, though! They don't 

wan. that, and grudge the money-the cer.i 
ficate costs a lot." 

as ?had "'"'t ‘ gt^ndtno.her 

I went to I evening before 

wen. to sleep she would tell me fairy tales, or 
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storicf from her own I tic whtch w'crc Ai a! 

fiiry talcs But vshen she spoke about iKic prac¬ 
tical ah airs ol the iamily—about divjJing up 
inv gramllathcr s property, or about n\y grand¬ 
father s intention of buying a new' house for him- 

sell-she spoke ironically and wi ih det acli- 

ment. as though she were a neighbour, and not 
the second eldest in the household 

From her 1 learned that Tsiganok was a found' 
ling. On a rainy night in the early spring they had 
found him on the bench beside the gate of our 
house. 

‘'There he lay w'rapj>cd up in a sheet/'' she said 
thoughtfully and mysteriously. ‘So frozen be 
couldn’t make a peep.'*' 

"Why do people give their babies away?*^ 
‘'When a mother has no milk and nothing to 
teed her babe, she finds out where a wee ^ne has 
just been horn and died, and takes her ovm and 
leaves it there.^ 

There was a moment's pause while die combed 
her hair. 

"It's all on account of poverty, Alyosha," she 
went on, sighting and kxdusig up at the ceiltng. 
"Some pec^le do be so poor there’s no words fiar 
it! And it’s counted a disgrace should an unm a r - 
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ried girl liave a baby! Vour grandfather was for 
taKing \ an^ a to the police, but I talked him out 
of it. let s keep him, "ays 1, it s God as has sent 
^^^rn stead of our deael ones. Eighteen souls 1 
brought into tliis world. A whole streetful had 
they lived eighteen houses! You see they mar¬ 
ried me off afore i was fourteen years old, and my 
first baby came afore 1 was fifteen. But God had a 
love for the offspring of my flesh-one after an¬ 

other E!e took them to be His angels. And hurtful 
it was, £ind joyful! ’ 

As she sat there on the edge of the bed m her 
nightgown, all covered with black hair, a huge 
shaggy figure, she resembled the she-bear which a 
bearded muzhik from the forests of Sergach had 
recently brought into our yard. 

Took the best ones. He did, and left me the 
^orst, she chuckled, crossing her snow'-white 
breast and shaking all over. "I was happy to get 

Vanya—it's such a love I have for wee ones like 
you! So I took him in and had him christened, 
and here he’s lived and grown into a fine lad! 
First I called him the Beetle—account of his 
buzzing—he used to go crawling around, buz¬ 
zing ike a beetle. Love him, Alexei, he’s a simple 
soul. ^ 
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I did love Ivan, and was struck dumb by the 
wonder of him. 

On Saturdays, when grandfather left for vespers 
after having thrashed the children who had sinned 
during the week, a life began in the kitchen that 
was indescribably amusing: Tsiganok would catch 
some black roaches from behind the stove, make a 
harness of thread, a paper sleigh, and drive the 
four black steeds up and down the table, which 
had been scraped a shining yellow. 

"They've gone to fetch the archbishop!" he 
would cry excitedly as he steered them with a tiny 
stick. 

He wou Id stick a piece of paper to the back of 
another roach and send it scurrying after the sleigh, 
explaining: 

They forgot their bag, so here's a monk taking 
it to them." 

Then he would tie the legs of still another roach, 

so that it stumbled along, pushing itself with its 
head. 

The deacon leaving the saloon for vespers 1^^ 
Vanya announced, clapping his hands in glee. 

He would demonstrate his trained mice for us, 
making them stand and walk on their hind legs, 
with their long tails trailing behind them and 
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their beady eyes blinking comically. He was very 
gentle with his mice, carrying them inside his 
coat, feeding them sugar from his own mouth, 
hissing them, and saying convincingly; 

he mouse is a very wise neighbour and very 
alFectionate. The house goblin is fond of mice and 
is easy on anyone who feeds them.'’^ 


Tsiganok could do tricks with cards and money. 
He would shout louder than any of the children, 
and indeed could scarcely be distinguished from 
them. One day in a card game with the children 
he was left the “pig- several times running. He 
was very much offended, pouted and dropped out 
of the game. Later he complained to me sniaingly 
It was all put up, I know! They winked at each 
ot er and passed cards under the table! Call that 
playing? I can cheat as well as them!" 

He was nineteen years old, and bigger than the 
rour of us put together. 

I^ave an especially vivid impression of him on 
^IHay evenings when my grandfather and Uncle 
Mikhail went visiting. Uncle Yakov, curlyheaded 
and dishevelled, would bring his guitar into the 
itchen and grandmother would arrange refresh- 
y^ere was always an abundance of food 
and vodka was poured from a green decanter with 
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red flowers skilFully t>lown into tlie glass. Tsiganok. 
wHirled like a top in liis Sunday clotlies. Grigori 
would come sidling c]uietly in, his spectacles 
flashin<^^ darkly. Yevgenia would be there, our 
pock-marked, red—faced nanny, fat as a jng, with 
cunning little eyes and a deep bass voice. Some¬ 
times the hairy deacon from the Uspensky 
Cathedral would come, in addition to some other 
dark, slimy people who resembled pikes and 

pickerels. 

Everybody ate a lot and drank a lot and gave 
deep sighs. *The children were treated to their 
share (which included a wineglass of sweet li¬ 


queur), and gradually a strange, wild hilarity 
developed. 

Uncle Yakov lovingly tuned his guitar, and 
when this was done, invariably said one and the 


same thing; 

^'Well, Tm beginning! ” 

Shaking back his curls, he would bend over the 
instrument and stretch his neck like a goose. His 
round, carefree face assumed a dreamy expression, 
and an oily film dimmed his lively eyes as he 
softly plucked at the strings, playing a tune that 

drew you irresistibly to your feet. 

His music demanded utter silencej it i ushed 
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like a rivulet from somewhere far away, seeping 

through walls and floors and rousing in the heart a 

sad, restless feeling. It made you feel sorry for 

yourself and everyone else. The grownups seemed 

to become children, and everyone sat motionless 
in pensive silence. 

Mikhail s Sasha listened with particular con¬ 
centration He would lean toward his uncle with 
his whole body, his eyes glued to the guitar his 
mouth open, with saliva drooling from the corners 

u" that he 

s ippe o IS chair, and on such occasions he 

remained where he fell, on all fours, his eyes 
etaining the same fixed stare. 

Everyone sat breathless under the charm of the 

usic; only the samovar went on humming quietly 

gazed out into .he^datUnest ofZ a:.uLr""r 
oceattonally someone would knock softly on^the 

randUl^t sVat ' "7"'^ 

snarp as lances 

ttan^^’-t'''''”''/^'!. into a 

His 77 eCcw t:: k riT 

life apart; the curved finulrs oTh' 7 7 * 

l.ke a btrd at the opening of the soundboard. 
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while the fingers of his left rushed up and down 
the fingerboa rd. 

When he had had a drink or two, he would 
begin to wail an endless song in an unpleasantly 
sibilant voice; 

If y^al^ov wds a little pi^p 

His howls ivoiild ival{e the neighbours up — 
O-o-o-o Dear DorJ! 

O-0-0-0 Dm bored! 

A nun comes walkif^g down the street, 

A crow goes cawing at her feet, 

O-o-o-o Dm bored! 

A crick^et chirps behind the stove, 

A frog is era aiding in the grove, 

O-o-o-o Dm bored! 

A beggar hung up his pants to dry. 

Another stole them, passing by — 

O-o-o-o Dm bored! 

So bored, oh Lord! 

1 could not bear this song, and when my uncle 
sang about the beggars, I wept in inconsolable 

grief. 

Tsiganok listened to the music as attentively as 
anyone else, twisting his fingers in his mop of 
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curly hair, staring into the corner and breathing 

noisily. Sometimes he would exclaim plain¬ 
tively; 

"Oh, if only I had a voice! Wouldn't I sine 
though!" ^ 

Enough of tearing your heart out, Yakov!" 

my grandmother would say with a sigh. "Give us 
a dance, Vanya!" 

Not always did they comply with her request, 

but sometimes the musician would press against 

the strings for a second, then clench his fist and, 

with a wide gesture, thrust something soundless 

and invisible onto the aoot, shoutfng like a 
hoodlum: 

Enough of this dreariness! Onto your feet 
Vanya!" ' 

Vanya would get up, preen himself, straighten 
his yellow shirt, and mince into the centre of the 

walking on glass. 

Make it faster, Yakov Vasilyevich," he would 
modestly request, blushing in embarrassment, 
he guitar broke into a wild rhythm, heels 

table, while Ts.ganok whirled in the centre of the 
roona, swooping like a bird, waving his wing-like 
arms, moving his feet so swiftly that the eye 


5—659 


65 


could not follow them. W^ith a whoop he sat on 
his haunches and whirled like a golden top, 
lighting evcrytliing with the shine of silk, which 
glowed and flamed in its shiver and flow. 

Xsiganok danced inexhaustibly, with utter 
self-oblivion, and it seemed that i( the door were 
opened, he woidd dance out into the street, through 
the city, and aw'ay to some unknown land. , . . 

"'Cut across! shouted Uncle Yakov, beating 
time with his foot. 

He gave a piercing whistle and shouted a 
couplet in his irritating voice: 

If it wasn't for spoiling tny shoes cti the tvay, 
I'd run frotn tny uufe this rcry Jay! 

The people at the table caught the spirit. 
Sometimes they would shout or squeal as though 
seared by hot iron; the bearded master-workman 
kept tapping out the time on his bald head and 
muttering under his breath. Once he leaned to¬ 
ward me, his soft beard sweeping my shoidder, 
and whispered in my ear as though I were a 
grownu p: 

"If only your father was here, Alexei Maximo¬ 
vich! He'd light a dilFerent flame! A jolly fellow' 
he was! Remember h im ? 
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No. 




Ha! Used to be he and your grandmother 
Here, wait a minute!" 

Grigori rose to his feet—tall, emaciated, resem¬ 
bling the image of a saint-bowed to my grand. 

” “'a r'l ■ “"1 ‘'"“'““''y <I«P voice: 

uhna Ivanovna, be so good as to do a dance 

lor us. Reiripmber how you used to with Maxim 

Savvateyevich? Now do us the favour!” 

Gdodness sates, what are you saying, Grigori 

"by grandmother, 

sV-ihkl^ -Me dance? Jus. to make people 

laugh, IS that it?. . ^ r 

she^^or^Tr -bddobly 

straight “'’d ^kirt, 

head, and glided off, crying: ^ 

Come on there 

Yakov! Tune up!" ' 

leg^\aIf'V*''"'"^‘'""‘^‘’‘‘''' ^'retched his 

tune T r® =■ *'°wer 

up „d b*“"°^r°'’'""“°''“"'°""'‘'*’then Jumped 
she glild'T ?*’’*"* ■">' grandmother as 

^u at gt:: ^ r; ' f 

raised and h d ^L ® brows 

aised and her dark eyes gazing into ,he distance. 
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I thought she looked funny, and let out a snort, 


but Grigori s 



his fineer at me and all the 

O 


grownups glanced at me in displeasure. 

"Get away, Ivan!” called out Grigori with a 
laugh, anti Psiganok obetUenlly moved olt to 
one side and sat down, while nanny Yevgenia 
stuck out her Adam’s apple and began to sing in 

a line deep voice: 

’Til SjtiirJiiy the ll•helc^ week threii^h. 

The tnaiJen wet'keJ timktti^ hin, 

Weak 

y\hf hew piile iitul wdti her J'jcl , 

My grandmother seemed more to be telling 
a story than dancing. Now she would move 
slowly, thoughtfully, swaying from side to side 
and glancing about from under her raised arm. 
hesitating in her movements as she carefully 
felt her way. Then she would stop as though 
sudtlenly frightened, her face frowning and quiv¬ 
ering. Suddenly her features would light up 
with a kind, friendly smile, and she would jump 
to one side as though making wiy for someone 
to pass, pushing others aside. I hen she won t 
stand listening with lowered head, a 
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smile slowly lighting her face. All of a sudden she 
would burst into a dance, whirling about taller 
and straighter than she had ever been before, 
and so wildly attractive in this moment of resur¬ 
rected youth that it was impossible to take one's 
eyes off her. 

And all the while nanny Yevgenia kept blow- 
ing like a horn: 

They danced from early mass on Sundav 
To the breaking of the da^un. ^ 

All too soon the day was Monday _ 

Arid the holiday was ^one. 


When the dance was over, my grandmother took 

her place at the samovar. Everyone praised her 
Ut she modestly protested. 

"Enough, enough! You’ve never seen a real 
hair'"TK^^ arranged her disordered 

Bala^na-Ive forgot her name and whose 

would cT^rth 

holida I watching her! A heart's 

wIm fL at her; you couldn't 



“Singers and dancers are the salt of the earth, 
observed nanny Yevgenia severely, and began to 

sing something about King David. 

“You ought to get a job dancing in a saloon, 
said Uncle Yakov to Tsiganok, as he threw his 
arm over his shoulder. “You’d give people a 

treat all right!" 

"1 want to sing," complained Tsigaitok. If Go 

would give me a voice. I’d sing without stop¬ 
ping for ten years, and then it wouldn t matter 
what happened to me—even if 1 became a monk! 
Everyone drank vodka, especially Grigori. 
“Watch out, Grigori, or you’ll go completely 
blind," warned my grandmother as she poured 

him glass after glass. 

*'What of he answered. “1 don't need eyes 

any more. I've seen everything. 

He did not get drunk, but became more and 

more voluble, talking to me all the time about 
my father. 

''He had a big heart, he did, my good friend 

Maxim Savvateyevich. . • • 

Grandmother sighed and agreed with him: 

"Ah yes, child of God that he was. . . . ' 

I found all this vastly interesting and was 

held iu a state of tense excitement. The atmos- 
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phere gave rise to a kind of quiet, untiring gloom, 

and the gloom and the joy lived together in the 

hearts of the people, inseparable, the one sup- 

planting the other with an elusive, inexplicable 
swiftness. 

Once Uncle Yakov, who was not particularly 

drunk, began to rip his shirt, tear at his curly 

hair and colourless moustache, at his nose and 
protruding lip. 

why?" he wailed, the tears flowing, 
why should it be so?" ^ 

He struck himself on the cheek, on the brow, 
on the breast, sobbing the while; 

I m wicked and worthless, a lost soul!" 

Aha! That s it!" roared Grigori. 

“Enough, Yakov! The good Lord knows what 
to teac us, said my grandmother, also a bit 
tipsy, as she caught at her son's hands. 

to d • even better after having something 

L smiling dark eyes poured a warm 

ight over everyone, and she would say in a 

song voice as she fanned her flushed face 

handherchief 


sing- 

with 


Oh Lord, oh Lord, how good it all is! 
look how good it all is! ” 


Just 


That was her heart's cry, her life’s slogan. 
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I was amazed by the tears and cries of my 
carefree imcle. 1 asked my grandmother why he 
wept and struck himself. 

“Yo u have to know everything! ' she grumbled 
reluctantly, not at all in her usual manner. "Wait 
a while—it's too soon for you to be sti eking 
your nose into such things.” 

Th at only whetted my curiosity. I went into 
the workshop and began (juestioning Ivan, but 
he also avoided answering me, only laughing 
quietly, glancing at the master-workman out of 
th e corner of his eye and pushing me out of the 
shop. 

Enough! Get out of here, before I let you 
down into one of those vats aitd dye you a bright 
green/^ he shouted. 

The mas ter-workman was standing before a 
low, broad stove with three vats built into it. 
He was stirring the contents of one of them with 
a long black stick with which he would then 
lift up the cloth and watch the coloured water 
drain off. The bright fire was reflected in his 
leather apron, as varicoloured as the brocaded 
vestments of a. priest. The dye water bubbled 
in the vats and a cloud of acrid smoke streamed 
through the door and across the wiutry yard • 
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The master-workman glanced at me from under 

I * f j 

then he 


his glasses with red and filmy eyes; 
turned to Ivan. 




h 


e sai 


id 




Can t you see I need some wood? 

gruffly. 

When Tsiganok ran out into the yard, Grigori 

sat down on a sack of santalin and beckoned me 
to him, 

"Come here," he said. 

He sat me on his knee, swept my cheek with his 

warm, soft beard, and told me things I shall 
never forget. 

Your uncle beat his wife to death, and his 
conscience gives him no peace, understand? It's 
tight you should know everything—keep your 
eyes open or you’ll have a hard time of it ” 

It was easy to talk to Grigori, like to my grand, 
mother, but it was frighteninp Ti- 

hough he could see through everything when 

on unhu*^°Tll'^"^..u •“ *'= »'•>« 

on unhurriedly. Here's how_he'd • k j 

with her, cover her with the quilt, hefd and alf 

Ivan caZ ! ^ ‘ himself." 

'ome m with a load of wood and squatted 
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in front of the fire to warm his hands, but Grigori 
went on impressively without paying any atten¬ 
tion to him. 

''Maybe he beat her because she was better 
th an him and he envi ed h er. The Kash irins can’t 
sta nd anything good, sonny. They envy it, but 
they can’t take it to themselves, so they wipe 
it out. You ask your granny how they squeezed 
your father out of this life. She’ll tell you every¬ 
thing—she can’t stand lies—can’t understand 
th em. She’s a kind of saint, your granny, even 
if she does take a drop now and then and likes 
her snuff. Kind of a holy woman. You keep in 
with her, sonny. . . 

He pushed me away and 1 went out into the 
yard stunned and horrified. Vanya overtook me 
when I reached the entrance way. 

"Don’t be afraid of him, he’s a good sort,^^ 
he whispered in my ear, his hand on my head, 
"Look him straight in the eye—he likes people 
who do that.’^ 

Everything was strangely upsetting. 1 knew no 
other life, but 1 had a vague recollection that my 
mother and father had not lived like that; they had 
spoken other words, known other amusements, 
and had always sat and walked alongside of 
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each other, close together. In the evenings they 
had sat at the window singing songs, laughing 
loud and long, so that the neighbours would gath- 
to listen. 1 remember that the upraised faces 
of these neighbours had always reminded me of 
dirty dinner plates. Here, on the contrary, people 
rarely laughed, and when they did you could 
not be sure what they were laughing at. They 
were always shouting at each other, threatening 
each other, and whispering off in the corner. 
The children were silent and inconspicuous, beat¬ 
en to earth like dust in the rain. I felt like a 
stranger in this house, and the life about me 
pricked me with a thousand needles, rousing my 

suspicions and forcing me to watch everything 
with strained attention. 

^ My friendship with Ivan grew. From sunrise 
til late at night my grandmother was busy about 
the house, so I spent most of the day trotting at 
the heels of Tsiganok. He continued to protect 
me with his arm whenever my grandfather 
ogged me, and would show me his swollen fin- 

next day with the complaint: 

No point in it. Don’t help you any, and look 
what 7 get! That’s the last time-hereafter 

you take what’s coming to you!" 
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But the next time he would take the unearned 
punishment all over again. 

"You said you wouldn't do it any more/^ 

"Saying and doing are two different th mgs— 
don’t know myse If h ow it happened. 

Soon I learned something about Tsigano k th at 
increased my interest and devotion. 

Every Friday Xsiganok would hitch the sorrel 
gelding Sharap (a mischievous beast with a 
sweet tooth — my grandmother's favourite) to the 
broad sledge, dress himself in an enormous cap 
and a short sheepskin tightly girdled with a 
green sash, and go to market to buy the week's 
supply of food. Sometimes he would be gone for 
a long time. Then everyone would become nerv¬ 
ous, and keep going to the window, breathing 
on the frosted glass to get a glimpse into the street. 

"Coming yet?^'* 

"Not yet.''^ 

My grandmother would worry the most. 

"Ah me!^^ she would say to her sons and hus¬ 
band. "Youdl be the death of a good man and a 
good horse! It's a conscience you want, you 
shameless creatures! Never satisfied with what 
you've got! A stupid tribe, a greedy lot! The 
Lord'll punish you yet!^^ 
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My grandfather would frown and mutter: 
“Oh, all right. This is the last time. . . 
Sometimes Xsiganok would return only at noon; 
then my grandfather and uncles would rush into 
the yard to meet him, while behind them would 
come my grandmother, furiously sniffing her 
snuff and waddling like a bear—for some reason 
she was always clumsy at such times. The chil¬ 
dren would come running out, and then would 
begin the joy of unloading the sledge, packed 

with fresh game, whole pigs, fish, and cuts of 
meat of every variety. 

“Bought everything we ordered?" ashed my 

grandfather, eyeing the sledge with his sharp 
little eyes. 

Everything, just as ordered,answered Ivan 
merrily, jumping about the yard and rubbing 
his mittened hands to warm up. 

Stop rubbing your mittens like that—they 
cost money," shouted my grandfather sternly. 
Bring back any change?" 

“No." 

My grandfather slowly walked about the sledge, 
muttering as he went! 

Looks like you've brought back an awful lot 
of stuff again. Sure you haven't bought some of 
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it without money? See that don't lianncn in my 
lion so, hoar?” 

And 1 10 would liurry away with his face all 

m 

scrowod up, 

r hen my unolo^s would mori ily make for the 
sledge and start tlLiossuii: the weight of the fo>vls, 
(ish, pi blots, loPs of veal, and chunks of meat. 

‘You mat^le a fine choice, all ri^ht! ^ they woidd 
say, whistlint^ and shovitin^ in approbation. 

My Uncle Mikhail went into p<irticular ecsta- 
s i e s. He would hop arountl the sledge as thouph 
he were on spi'int^s, sniliinj^ with the nose of a 
wootipeckt'r, sniackini^ Ins hps anti blissfu lly 
narrowinj; his restless eyes. He was as lean 


as niy grand fat her, anti resemhlotl him, except 
lliat he was taller, anti dark as a t^ypsy* Ho 
won hi thrust liis frozen luintls up his sleeves 
aiul ask: 

“hltiw much money tlid iU e o K1 mart give you? 

“live rubles.” 

“Anti here s at le.isl (ifteen rii bi os wo I* th. How 
much diti you speiul? ” 


F 


our rubles ten. 

“In olber wortls, ninety koj^eks in your poekot, 
ell? Hear (bat, Yakov? I bat ’s otie way to make 


* t 




money. 



Uncle Yakov laughed softly as he stood there 
in the cold in his shirt sleeves, blinking at the 

o 

frosty blue sky. 

"How about standing us each to a half pint, 
Vanyah e won Id drawl. 

My grandmother unharnessed tlie horse. 
"What is it. my love? What is it, my kitten?'" 
she would murmur as she worked. "Wantiiu’- to 

4 

play a bit? Go ahead. Go right ahead—the Lonl 
don't object to a little playfulness."" 

The huge Sharap would toss his mane and 
scratch at her shoulder with his white teeth, 
snatching off her silk kerchief, glancing into her 
face with merry eyes, and neighing softly as he 
shook the hoarfrost off his lashes. 

Is It a piece of bread you’re wanting^’" she 
would ask as she thrust a great hunk, well salted, 
between his teeth, holding her apron under his 
^^^tith and watching him chew. 

He s a beauty, that gelding, granny,"" Tsiganok 

would say, as playful as a young colt himself 
"He’ s so smart!*''’ 

Get away! Stop wagging your tail around 
ere. cried my grandmother with a stamp of her 
oot, "You know I have no use for you on such 
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She explained to me that when Tsiganok went 
to market, he did less buying than he did stealing, 
“Grandad gives him a fiver; he spends three—- 
and steals ten rubles' w^orth/"' she said sullenly. 
“He loves to steal, the rascal! Tried it once — 
it worked—everybody here at home laughed 
and praised him, so he made a habit of it. Your 
grandad got so fed up on poverty when he was 
young, it has made him tight in his old age. He 
thinks more of money than of his own children. 
Only too glad to get something for nothing. As 

for Mikhail and Yakov— 

She dismissed them with a wave of her hand 
and became silent for a moment. 

“It's a tangled lacemaking, Alyosha,"''' she con¬ 
tinued, glancing into her snuffbox, “done by 
a blind old hag as got the pattern twisted. Little 
wonder you and me can't make head or tail out 
of it. But once they catch Vanya for stealing, 

they'll beat him to death. ... 

Again she was silent for a brief space, and wTen 
she w^ent on, her voice was very soft. 

“Ah.me! Lots of rules we've got, but no truth 

to base them on. . . . “ 

The next day I begged Tsiganok not to steal 

any more. 
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“They’ll beat you to death. ..." 

"They won't catch me— I’ll get away: I’m a 

clever one, and my horse is a fast one," he said 

with a laugh which was soon eclipsed by a frown. 

Oh, I know it'sail wrong to steal, and dangerous. 

I do It just for the fun of it. And I don’t save up 

any money; those uncles of yours get it ail out 

o me in the course of a week. But I don ’t care_ 

let them have it. I get enough to eat." 

Suddenly he picked me up and shook me 
gently. 

You re thin and light, but you got good 

ones. You’ll grow up into a strong fellow. Listen, 

earn to play the guitar—ask your Uncle Yakov 

to teach you—no fooling! Only you’re too young 

y«, .ha.-a the trouble! A li..le ch.-,p, but oo. f 

temper! I don't think you like that grandad of 
yours, do you?" 

“I don’t know," 

I don’t like any of these Kashirins except 
granny. Only the devil could like themi" 

"And me?" 

You're a Peahkov. 

that s different blood, a different tribe." 

uddenly he squeezed me tightly and said 
witn almost a groan: 
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''God, it only I could sing! Wouldn't I wring 
the hearts thougli! Well, get along, brother. Got 
to start working/^ 

He let me down on the floor, put a handful of 
nails into his mouth, and began tacking some wet 
black material to a large square board. 

Soon after that lie was killed. 


It happened like this: leaning against the fence 
of our yard, near the gate, lay a huge oaken cross 
ending in a thick pedestal. It had lain there for 
a long time. I remember noticing it when I first 
came to live in that liouse. At lliat time it w'as 
new and yellow' now it had become darkened by 
autumn rains and gave olf the pungent odour 
of seasoned oak. It was badly in the w'^ay in our 
small, littered yard. 

Uncle Yakov had bought it to place on his 
wife's grave, swearing to carry it to the cemetery 
on his own shoulders on the first anniversary of 

her 



The anniversary fell on Saturday, at the begin¬ 
ning of winter. It was cold and windy and snow 
came flying off th e roofs. IVIy grandmother and 
grandfather and the other three grandchildren 
rode ahead to the cemetery for the ceremony. 
12v?ryone else went out into the yard, 1 was left 
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at home as a punishment for some crime I had 
committed. 

My uncles, dressed in identical black coats, 
lifted the head of the cross and placed one of its 
arms on Yakov's shoulder, the other on Mikha- 
il s. With difficulty Grigori and a strange man 
lifted the heavy pedestal and placed it on Tsi- 

ganok's broad shoulders; he swayed and placed 
his feet wide apart to brace himself. 

Can you manage?^^ asked Grigori. 

i 4 j I O * 

■L'On t know. Pretty heavy * 

pen the gate, you blind devil, roared LJncle 
Mikhail. 

JShame on you, Vanya,^^ said my Uncle Yak 
We’re both lighter than you."" 

But Grigori turned to Vanya as he opened the 
g^te and admonished sternly; 

“Take care not to strain yourself! Well, God be 

With you!'*'' 

You mangy old fool!"" shouted Uncle Mikhail 
irom the street. 

Everybody in the yard laughed and started 

talking .n loud voices, as though pleased that the 
cross had been removed. • 

Grigori took me by the hand -mri 
the workshop. 


ov. 
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“Maybe your grandfather won’t flog you to¬ 
day," he said. “Seems like he’s in a good humour." 

He sat me on top of a pile of wool ready to be 
dyed, gently wrapped it around me, and began to 
speak to me thoughtfully as he sniffed the steam 

coming from the vats: 

“I’ve known your grandfather for thirty-seven 
years, sonny, he said. I saw the beginning of 
this business, and now I’m witnessing the end 
of it. We used to be good friends—weat^ into 
business together, thought it up together. He s 
cl smart one, your grandfather! See, he made him¬ 
self boss here — I wasn t able. But the Lord s 
smarter than any of us: one smile of His, and the 
wisest is left standing there blinking his eyes like 
a fool. You vion't know the how and the why of 
things yet, but it s right you should know 
everything. The life of an orphan's not easy. Your 
father, Maxim Savvateyevich, was a trump it 
there ever was one—he understood everything. 
That's why your grandfather didn't like him 
and wouldn't have a thing to do with him. . . . 

It was pleasant to sit and listen to his kind 
words and watch the red and gold fire playing 
in the stove, the milky cloud of steam rising 
from the vats and settling to freeze on the planks 


84 





of the slanting ceiling. Through a ragged crack 
1 glimpsed a blue ribbon of sky. The wind had 
died down, the sun was shining, and the yard 
seemed to have been sprinkled wi th ground glass. 
From the stroot camo tlio cruncJmng of slcigli 

]d1u 6 smok .0 curlod from, ttio cl^imnoys o^ 
the houses, and light shadows flitted over the 
snow as though they too were telling their story. 

tall, bony Grigori, with his long beard 
and large ears, looked like a kind wizard as he 
stood there hatless, stirring the boiling dyes 
and giving me instructions. 

Always look people straight in the eye; even 

a dog that s after you will stop in his tracks if 
you do that. ..." 

His heavy glasses pressed on the bridge of bis 

nose, causing the end to turn blue, like my grand¬ 
mother's. 


What s that? he said, stopping suddenly. He 

listened for a second, closed the draft in the stove 

with his foot, and bounded across the yard. I fol¬ 
lowed at his heels. 

Tsiganok lay on his back in the middle of the 
kitchen floor; from the window streamed two 
broad shafts of light, one of which fell on his 
head and breast, the other on his feet. His fore- 
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head shone with a strange light; his b rows were 
raised; his slanting eyes stared at the sooty 
ceiling; his dark lips twitched and emitted a pink 
froth; thin streams of blood oozed out o f the cor¬ 
ners of his mouth, down his neck and onto the 
floor, while blood ran freely from underneath 
him. Ivan's legs lay limp, and from the way his 
wide pants clung to the floor, it was clear that 
they were soaked. The floor had been scrubbed 
with sand until it shone bright in the sun. Rivu¬ 
lets of blood ran toward the doorway, lighted 
vividly where they crossed the shafts of sunlight. 

Tsiganok lay motionless except for the fingers 
of his outstretched arms, which kept scratching 
at the floor, causing his dye-stained nails to glis¬ 
ten in the sunlight. 

Nanny Yevgenia crouched beside Ivan to place 
a candle in his hand, but he could not grasp it, 
the candle fell, and its flame was extinguished 
in blood. The nurse picked it up, wiped it off, 
and once niore tried to place it in his restless 
fingers. The kitchen seethed with suppressed 
excitement which blew me like a wind off the 
doorsill, but I clung tight to the jamb. 

''He stumbled,said Uncle Yakov in a colour¬ 
less voice, jerking his head. He himself had be- 
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come faded and wrinkled, and he kept blinking 
his colourless eyes. 

'"He fell, and it crushed him—struck him in 
the back. It a have smashed us too if we hadn^t 
let go in time.'^^ 

"*Then it was you that smashed him/^ said 
Grigori hoarseiy. 

"Well, what do you think we. ..." 

"You!" 

The blood kept flowing; near the door it had 
already formed a pool which darkened and seemed 
to be rising. Tsiganok lay there making noises as 
though in his sleep, while the pink froth kept 
coming out of his mouth and his body kept melt¬ 
ing away, growing flatter and flatter, levelling 
down to the floor as though merging with it. 

h/Iikhail took a horse and went to the church 
to fetch pa," whispered Uncle Yakov. "I dumped 
him in a droshky and hurried back here with 

him. ... A good thing I didn't carry the pedestal 
myself, or look where Td be now. ..." 

Once more the nurse fixed the candle in Tsiga¬ 
nok's hand, dripping wax and tears into his 
palm. 

Stick the candle to the floor at his head, 
clumsy! cried Grigori roughly. 
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'‘That s right/^ 

"Take off his hat!’* 

Tlie nurse pulled olT his hat, and Ivan s head 
struck the floor with a didl thud. Now his head 
was turned, so that the blood flowed more freely 
froiia his mouth, hut only from, one cornci . ' 1 his 
went on for a frightfully long time. At first I 
Ji;\d expectetl T*siganok to have a rest, then sit 
up, spit disgustedly, and say in his usual manner: 

" Phooh! This heat 1 ” 

That was what he always said on awaking 
from his after-dinner nap on Sundays, hut ii\- 
stcad of sitting up, he kept lying there and melt¬ 
ing away. The sun had withdrawn, the shafts 
had shortened and now lay only on the window 
sills. His face and hands had grown dark, his 
fingers no longer moved, and the froth had 
stopped bubbling from his mouth. Three candles 
had been placed about his head, their golden 
flames lighting the blue-black mass of his hair, 
the pinched tip of his nose, and his blood-stained 
teeth, and throwing wavering patches of light e'ivcr 

his swarthy cheeks. 

Nanny knelt weeping besitle him: 

"Ah, you poor little pigeon! Such a joy you 

were!** she whispered. 

iScS 


It was cold and terrifying. I climbed under tbe 

table and bid tbere. Then my grandfather came 

lumbering into the kitchen in his racoon coat, 

followed by my grandmother in her greatcoat with 

little tails about the collar. W^ith them came 

Uncle Mikhail, the children, and many stran¬ 
gers. 

^•ii-dfather threw his coat on the floor and 

shouted: 

"The bastards! To do in a chap like this! Why, 

in five years he d have been worth his weight in 
gold!" ® 

The clothes on the floor cut off my view of 
Ivan, and in crawling to a better position I got in 
nay grandfather s way; he kicked me aside as 
he shook his little red fist at my uncles. 

"Wolves, that's what you are!" 

Then he sank down on a bench, grasping it 
tightly with his fingers as he whimpered and 
muttered in a squeaky voice: 

^ know you couldn't stomach him. Ah, 

anya, foolish boy! What can we do now? What 

can we do, I say? The horse is old, the harness 

so . . . Well, mother, looks like the Lord's 

a it in for us these last few years, eh? W^hat 
do you say, mother?" 
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My grandmother had thrown herself down on 
the floor beside Ivan and was feeling his face, his 
bead, his breast, breathing into his eyes, picking 
up his hands end rubbing them, knocking over 
all the candles. At last she rose heavily to her 
feet, a vast black figure, her black dress shining, 
her black eyes rolling fearfully as she said in 

a low voice: 

“Out of here, you accursed ones!" 

Everyone except my grandfather disappeared. 

Tsiganok was buried unnoticeably, unobtru- 

sively. 

IV 

l lay on a wide bed, with a heavy quilt folded 
round and round me, listening to my grandmother 
praying. She was on her knees, pressing her 
breast with one hand while with the other she 
occasionally crossed herself unhurriedly. 

I could hear the crackling of the frost beyond 
the window. Greenish moonlight glanced through 
the lacy pattern of the frozen pane, illuminating 
with its phosphorescent light the kind face with 
its prominent nose and dark eyes. The silken 
head-dress covering my grandmother's hair shone 
like metal, while her dark dress streamed from 
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her stiouldcrs in shifting folds th^t piled upon 
the floor about her. 

W^hen she had finished praying, she silently 
undressed, placing her clothes neatly on the trunk 
in the corner. Then she came to bed, and I pre¬ 
tended to be sound asleep. 

Stop making believe, you little rascal. You’re 

not asleep, she said softly. “You’re not now, 

are you, pigeon-widgeon? Here, let’s have a bit 
of that quilt." 

Sensing what was to follow, I could not resist 
a smile; then she shouted: 

Aha! So it s sport you want to make of your 
old grandmother, is it?" 

She took hold of the edge of the quilt and 

yanked it with such force and such skill that I went 

sky-rocketing into the air, whirling around and 

landing back in the feather bed while she roared 
with laughter. 

“Take that, you little pixy! Guess that’ll 
hold you!" 

Sometimes she would pray for such a long 

time that I. would fall asleep and not hear her 
come to bed. 

Days of trouble, quarrels and fighting always 
ended in these long prayers; it was most interest- 
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ing to listen to my grandmother giving the Lord 
all the details of what had happened. There she 
knelt, a mountainous form, beginning her pray¬ 
ers in a quick, unintelligible whisper which grew 
into a deep grumble: 

"'You know yourself, Lord, it’s only natural 
everyone should want to better himse If. Mikhail, 
now, being the oldest, is the one as should stay 
here in town—it’s an offence to send him over the 
river to a new place as nobody’s tried before and 
there’s no telling how it’ll turn out. But father 
has a preference for Yakov, Is it right for a 
father to love his children unequal? He’s a stub¬ 
born one, the old man is. You’d do well to give 

him a drop of sense, Lord. 

She would glance at the dark icons with her 
huge, shining eyes as she went on giving advice 
to that God of hers. 

'"Send him a good dream, Lord, showing him 

how to divide with his sons.^^ 

She would cross herself and bow until her broad 
brow struck against the carpet, then, straighten¬ 
ing up, go on speaking convincingly: 

''And why not send a drop of joy to Varvara? 
What’s she done to get in your bad graces. Lord? 
Why is she worse than the others? Who ever heard 
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of such a young, strong woman living in such 
misery? And then Grigori, Lord—mind his eyes— 
getting worse every day. Once he's blind, what’s 
left for him but to go begging his bread, and 
would that be right?—him as has poured out 
all his strength in grandad's business. . . . But 

the old man'll give him no help. ... Ah Lord, 
dear Lord. ..." 

For a long time she would remain silent, with 

drooping head and hanging arms as though she 
had Fallen asleep. 

What else?" she would say at last, wrinkling 
her brows. "Be merciful to all the faithful; and 
forgive me, accursed fool that I am, as you know 

only too well; it’s a foolish mind leads me to sin 
and not a wicked heart." 

Then she would give a deep sigh and say with 
loving satisfaction: 

But there s nothing you don’t know, dear 

Lord; nothing you don’t understand, blessed 
Father." 

I was very fond of my grandmother's God, he 
seemed so near and dear to her. Often I would say: 
“Tell me about God." 

She had a special manner for speaking about 
Him; she would always sit down and close her 
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eyes and speak in a soft voice, strangely drawing 
out her words; I can still remember how she wou Id 
dr aw herself up, take a seat, th row a kerchief 
over her head, and begin to weave her fancies 
until I fell asleep: 

“The re the Lord sits on a hill, surrounded by 
th e meadows of paradise; sits on a sapphire 
throne under the silver lindens, lindens th at 
bl oom a 11 the year round, for there is no winter 
in par ad ise, and no autumn, so that the flowers 
bloom from year's end to year's end, bringing 
joy to the saints of heaven. And all around the 
Lord fly a multitude of angels—thick as snow, 
or a swarm of bees—or like a flock of white 
doves flying from heaven to earth and back again, 
telling the Lord about us creatures here below. 
And each of us has his own angel—yours and 
mine and grandad ^s—for the Lord is the same 
to a 11 H is creatures. Here, now, comes your angel 
and says to the Lord: 'Alexei went and stuck 
his tongue out at his grandfather.' So the Lord 
gives His orders: 'Let the old man give him a 
beating,' says he. And so it is with everybody 
and everything, each rewarded according to his 
deserts—grief to some, joy to others. And it's all 
so fine that the angels flutter their wings in joy and 
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keep singing, ^Praised be the Lord, the Lord on 

high! W^hile He just looks on with a smile, as 

much as to say, "Well, go ahead, my pretties, once 
it pleases you!" 

And my grandmother herself would smile 
and nod her head. 

Have you seen all that?"^ 

“I haven’t seen it, but I know it," she an¬ 
swered musingly. 

Whenever she spoke about God and paradise 
and the angels, she became small and meek, her 
face lost the scars of age, and her moist eyes ra¬ 
diated a particularly warm light. I wound her 
heavy satiny braids around my neck and sat 

motionless, charmed by these tales which I could 
never get enough of. 

It s not given to mortals to look on the face 
of God—blind them it would. Only the saints 
can e old Him with wide-open eyes. But an- 
p s ve seen. They become visible when your 
eart s been purged. Once I stood in the church 
at early mass, and there at the altar I could 

see two of them-like fog they were-see right 

rough them, and bright as bright, with wings 
o e floor all lacy and gauzy. They kept mov¬ 
ing about the throne, helping old Father Ilya: 
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when he'd raise his feeble old arms to pray there 
they’d be, a-holding up his elbows. So old and 
blind he was that he kept bumping into every¬ 
thing, and soon after that he died. I was so happy 
to see them I nearly fainted with joy; my heart 
ached nigh to bursting and the tears came 
streaming from my eyes—ah, what a delight it 
was! How splendid everything is with God up in 
heaven, Alyosha, my pigeon-widgeon! • And 
how splendid it is down here on earth!" 

j^Yen here in our house? 

"Yes, everywhere, praised be the Holy Virgin, 
replied my grandmother, crossing herself. 

This was puzzling: certainly it was hard to 
agree that everything was well in our house, 
where relations were becoming more stramea 

every day. ^ 

1 remember once passing the open door o 

Uncle Mikhail’s room and catching a glimpse of 

Aunt Natalya all in white, rushing about the 

room with her hands pressed to her breast, crying 

in a dreadful, low voice: 

"Oh God, take me away from here, let me 

I understood her prayer, and I understood 
Grigori when he kept muttering: 
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Soon as I m blind I’ll go off begging, and 
that’ll be better than this!" 

I hoped he would hurry and go blind so that 

I could become his guide and go off with him, to 

wander through the world begging our bread. 

I once spoke of this to him. He laughed into his 
beard and said: 

All right, we’ll go together. And I’ll cry 
through the streets so’s all shall hear, ‘This is 
the grandson of Vasili Kashirin, owner of the dye 
works! That 11 be funny, all right!" 

I had noticed that often. my Aunt Natalya’s 

bps were swollen and there were black-and-blue 
marKs on ber yellow Face* 

“Does uncle beat her?" I asked my grand- 
mother. ^ 

On the sly, curse him!" she answered with a 

sigh. “Your grandfather doesn’t allow it, so he 

oes It at night. He's a mean one and she’s got 
no backbone. 

Then she would go on, warming to her story: 
But they don’t beat nowadays the way they 
used to! Oh, sometimes they’ll give it to you in 
e teeth or the ear or yank at your braid for a 
minute or two, but it used to be they'd torture 
you for hours! Once your grandfather beat me 
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on the first day of Easter week from early mass 
to sundown—beat me—take a rest—then 
start all over again. With the horse reins or 

anything else at hand. 

"What for?" 

"Can’t remember now. Once he beat me til 
1 was half dead and then gave me nothing to eat 
for five days—I hardly managed to pull through 

that time. Or again. ... 

1 was struck dumb by such facts: my grand¬ 
mother was twice the size of my grandfather, and 
1 could not imagine his getting the better of her. 

"Is he so much stronger than you? 

"Not stronger, but older. Besides which, he s 

my husband. It’s him God’s put in charge of me, 

and ordered me to bear it. ^ 

I used to love to watch her dust the icons and 

clean their mountings. Our icons were very elab¬ 
orate: set with pearls and precious stones an 
inlaid with silver. She would handle them wit 

deft fingers. 

"What a sweet face!" she would murmur as 

she crossed herself and kissed them. 

"All covered with dust and soot! Blessed 

Mother ofGod, omnipotent, shedding joy unspea 
^lel Just look here, how fine the drawing iS. 
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Alyosha, my pigeon-widgeon, such tiny figures, 

but each standing separate. This one's called 

'Twelve Holidays,' with the Feodorovsky Virgin 

in the middle—such a dear kind lady! And 

this one 'Weep not, oh mother, beside my 
grave. . . " 


Sometimes it seemed to me that she played 
with the icons as seriously and credulously as 
my cowed cousin Katerina played with her dolls, 
ten she saw devils, both singly and in droves 
One night in Lent I was walking past the 
Rudolfs house—everything bright with moon- 

suddenly I saw something dark 
straddling the roof near the chimney. Big and 

shaggy It was, with its horns bent down into the 
c imney, a-sniffing and a-snorting, lashing its 
tail over the roof and shuffling its big feet. I made 

sign of the cross and said, 'Christ shall rise 

again to the mortification of His enemies!' 

raig taway he gave a little squeak and slid down 
in o the yard—mortified he was! Likely the 

ft^t a T'' ““'"‘'S '°'“«‘'ing to break their 
»ast and he sniffed it, gloating_" 

sanlt •*'‘**'1'* *‘'““8*'* **>e devil somer- 

witi '-gSed 
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"Don’t they like mischief though, just like 
little children! One night, getting on to midnight, 

1 was doing the wash in the bath-house. All of a 
sudden the door of the stove swung open and out 
they came—little ones, and littler ones red 
ones, green ones, black ones—like roaches. 

I rushed to the door, but they wouldn't let me 
reach it. There I was, locked up with those dev- 
ils, millions of them, filling the whole bath¬ 
house—under my feet, up my legs, pinching, bit- 
ing, stinging 'til I couldn’t so much as make 
the’ sign of the cross to shoo them away. Soft 
and warm and furry they were, like little kittens, 
always up on their hind legs, a-turning and a-tum- 
bling, baring their little mice teeth, flashing 
their little green eyes, tossing their heads with 
the little knobs where the horns were coming 
through, twisting their little pigs' tails. ... 
Lordy, what a time I had! Lost my senses, I did, 
and when I came to, the candle was most burnt 
up, the wash water all cold, and the wash scat¬ 
tered all over the floor. ‘Phoohl’ thinks I, ‘the 

plague on you, devils that you be! 

1 closed my eyes and could see. the door of the 

grey stone stove open, letting out a stream of 
tumbling imps who crowded the bath-house, 
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blowings at the ciiadle and stickiiie out their 

o o 

vixenish pink tongues. Til is too w'as <unusin^, 
but terrifying as well. My grandmother shook 
her head and was silent for a iiiinule, until aeain 
she was seized by a Hare of imagination: 

''And I ve seen folks witli tlie cnrse on them, 


too; that was also during the night, in the winter 

o o * 

with a blizzard raging. I was crossing the Dnkov 
gully, where remember 1 told you Vakov and 
Mikhail wanted to drown your father through a 
hole in the ice of the pond. That ’s where I was 
going; I had just come down the path to the 
bottom of the gully when, all of a sudden, such 


a whistling, such 
up, and there's a 
ing down on me 


a screeching I heard! I looked 
troika of black horses gallop- 
with the coachman, a round 


little devil in a pointed red cap, standing up on 
the seat with his arnas stretched out, driving 
them with chains instead of reins. And when the 
horses couldn t get through the gully they iTiadc 
straight for the pond in a cloud of snow. And 
those in the sleigh were also devils, whistling and 
shouting and waving their caps. Seven troikas 
went flying past me like fire-wagons, and the 
horses of all of them black as sable, and the 
people in all of them accursed of their fathers 
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and mothers! Such people are good sport for the 
devils. The devil s seek them out, riding them 
and d riving them through the night for their 
merrymaking. Reckon it was a devil's wedding 
I saw that night. . . 

Grandmother spoke with such simplicity and 
conviction that it was impossible not to believe 
her. 

But b est of all were the verses sh e recited about 
how the Holy Virgin walked the thorny path 
through this world, exhorting the “Robber-prin¬ 
cess^^ Yengalycheva not to rob and flail Rus¬ 
sians; verses about Alexei, the man of God, and 
about Ivan-the-W^arrior; tales about Vasilisa- 
the-Wise, about Pope-the-Goat and the godly 
Godson; fearful legends about Marfa-the-Possad- 
nitsa, about Baba Usta, the Robber Chief, about 
Maria, the Egyptian sinner^ and about the grief 
of the Robber's Mother. Her stock of tales, leg- 
ends, and verses was inexhaustible. 

She was not afraid of people, including my 
grandfather, or devils, or any other dark power, 
but she was deathly afraid of roaches, and sensed 
their presence even at a great distance. Sometimes 
she would wake me up in the middle of the 
night, whispering: 
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"Alyosha darling, there’s a roach crawling. 
Kill it, for the love of Christ!" 

Only half awake, I would light the candle and 

crawl about on my hands and knees in search of 

the enemy; but my efforts were not alvv'ays suc¬ 
cessful. 

There isn t any, I would say, but she would 

gasp from where she lay motionless, her head 
covered by the quilt. 

"Oh, yes there is! Keep hunting, I beg you! 
It's there, I know it is!" 

And she was always right. Usually I would 
find the roach somewhere far away from the bed. 

Have you killed it? Ah, praise the Lord! 
And thank you, my love," she would say, throw¬ 
ing the quilt off her head with a happy smile. 

But if I failed to find it, she would be unable 
to sleep, and I would feel her body trembling at 
the slightest rustle in the silence of the night 

^ whispering with bated breath- 

There it is at the door ... now it’s under the 
trunk. . . 


"Why are you so afraid of roaches?" 

What are they good for anyway?" she would 
answer sensibly enough. "Only go crawling about 
crawling about, the black devils! God gave the 
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least of His creatures some purpose in life tne 
tlioiisand-logger sliows there s dampness in the 
house; the bedbug shows the walls are dirty, if 
you catch a louse on you, it means youdl be sick— 
that's all clear enough! But as for them—who 
can tell what they're for; what right have they 

to be alive? 

Once when she was on her knees carrying on 
an animated conversation with God, grandfather 
(lung open the door and cried hoarsely. 

“Well, mother, a visitation from the Lord, 

all righ t! The workshop’s on fire! 

‘‘Whair’ cried my grandmother, struggling to 
her feet. Both of them rushed noisily into the 

darkness of the large parlour. 

"Yevgenia, take down the icons! Natalya, 
dress the children!" ordered my grandmother in 

a firm, loud voice. 

"Ah-h-h!" wailed my grandfather. 

I ran into the kitchen; the window overlooking 
the yard was bright as gold, while golden patches 
slithered and slid over the floor; my Uncle Yakov 
pulled his boots on his bare feet and then jumped 
about on the spots, as though they burned his 

soles, crying: 
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''Aha! It's Mikhail set us on fire; set 
fire and. ran awayl^^ 

"S-s-s, you cur!^"' said my grandmother, giving 
him such a push through the door that he nearly 
fell. 

Through the frost on the windowpane I could 
see the burning roof of the workshop and the 
flames whirling through the open door. Red 
blossoms of fire bloomed smokeless in the quiet 
night; only high up in the air did a smoke cloud 
hover, without blotting out the silver trail of 
the Milky Way. The snow glowed red with the 
flames and the walls of the outhouses swayed 
and trembled as though straining toward the 
corner of the yard where the fire was burning 
merrily, lighting up the broad cracks in the 
workshop and thrusting its bright twisted 
tongues through them. Red and gold ribbons of 
flame quickly slid over the dry boards of the 
roof where the slender clay chimney thrust up 
noticeably, pouring a thin stream of smoke into 
the air. A soft crackling and silken rustling beat 
at the windowpane; the fire grew, and its splen¬ 
dour transformed the workshop into beauty like 
that of the iconostasis in the church, luring the 
^yatcher with irresistible power. 


I threw a heavy sheepskin over my head, pulled 
on somebody s boots, and staggered into the 
entranceway, then out onto the porch, where I 
stood stunned—blinded by the brilliance of the 
fire, deafened by its roar and the shouts of my 
grandfather, my uncle, and Grigori; frightened 
fiy the behaviour of my grandmother. She threw 
an empty sack over her head, wrapped herself in a 

horse blanket, and ran into the blazing work¬ 
shop, shouting: 

The sulphuric acid, you fools! The sulphuric 
acid'll blow up!" 

her, Grigori! wailed my grandfather. 
'Oh, she's done for!" 

But grandmother was back already, all smoking 
and shaking her head, bending under the weight 
of a demijohn of sulphuric acid. 

Lead out the horse, father!" she cried hoarsely, 
between coughs. "Pull this thing off me—can't 
you see I'm a-fire?" 

Grigori took the smouldering horse blanket off 
her shoulders, then grabbed up a spade and bent 
double to smash the huge hunks of snow at the 
door of the workshop. My uncle kept jumping 
about him with an axe in his hands, my grand- 
father followed at the heels of my grandmother, 
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throwing snow at her. She buried the demijohn in 
a snowdrift and ran to open the gates of the yard. 

Save the granary, neighbours!^'’ she cried, 
bowing to the people who came running up. 

It 11 spread to the granary and the hayloft_ 

all our buildings will burn to the ground, and 
yours will be next. Chop off the roof and throw 
the hay into the garden! Grigori, throw the snow 

what good s it on the ground? Be 
done with your running, Yakov,’ give the people 

spades and axes! Good people, work together, and 
God will be our help!'’^ 

She was as fascinating as the fire. Lighted by 

the flames which seemed to strike out at her, she 

darted like a black shadow about the yard, being 

everywhere at once, noticing everything and 
giving everybody orders. 

Sharap ran into the yard and reared up on his 
hind legs,^ throwing my grandfather off his feet; 
the horse’s rolling eyes flashed red in the fire¬ 
light; he snorted and balked, and was so unman¬ 
ageable that grandfather let go the reins and 
jumped aside. 

"Hold him, mother!" he cried. 

She threw herself under the very feet of the 
rearing horse and stood motionless with out- 
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stretciied arms. The horse neighed plaintively 
and settled down, casting furtive glances at the 
hre. 

■'D on t be afraid, said grandmother in a 
deep voice as she patted the animal's neck and 
took the reins in her hands. '^Tuld I leave 
you at such a fearful moment? You silly little 
mouse! 

The little mouse, three times her size, followed 
meekly to the gate, neighing as it looked into her 
flushed face. 

Nanny Yevgenia led out the children, all 
bundled up and mumbling into their wrappings. 

'^Vasili Vasilyevich, I canT find Alexei! 
she cried. 

"'Get along, get along/^ answered grandfather, 
while I hid under the porch steps so that Yevge¬ 
nia would not lead me away too. 

The roof of the workshop caved in, leaving a 
pattern of smoking, glowing rafters against the 
sky; from inside the structure came explosions of 
red, green and blue flames which licked out into 
the yard, reaching toward the crowd of people 
who were trying to extinguish this enormous 
bonfire by throwing snow at it. The vats boiled 
furiously, giving off thick clouds of smoke and 
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steam wKich filled tKe yard with strange odours 
and brought tears to the eyes; I climbed out from 
under the steps and landed at my grandmother's 
feet. 

Get away! she cried. You'll get crushed! 
Get away!'""' 

Into the yard dashed a horseman in a plumed 
metal helmet. His sorrel steed was foaming at 

the mouth and he lifted his whip as he shouted 
threateningly: 

^^IVIake way!’''" 

Little bells jingled merrily and everything 

was gay and festive. IVIy grandmother pushed 
me up on the porch. 

''Didn't you hear me? Get away from here, 1 
tell youL^ 

It was impossible not to -obey her at this mo¬ 
ment. I went into the kitchen and again took my 
stand at the window, but the dark crowd of 
people cut off my view of the fire. The only 
thing I could see was the flash of metal helmets 
among the dark winter hats and caps. 

The fire was quickly extinguished by beating 
It down and pouring water on it. The policemen 

drove away the people, and at last my grandmother 

came into tKe kitcKen. 
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here? You? Not asleep? Afraid? Don’t 
be afraid. It’s all over now."*^ 

She sat down next to me and began rocking 
back and forth without a word. It was pleasant to 
regain the quiet night and the darkness, but at 
the same time I regretted the loss of the nre. 

My grandfather appeared in the doorway. 

‘^Mother?^^ 

"Ah?^^ 

*'Get burned? 

“Nothing much/^ 

He scratclied a sulphur match, and the blue 
flame illuminated his chipmunk face, black with 
soot. He lighted the candle on the table and sank 
down heavily next to my grandmother. 

“You might have a wash,^^ she said. She was 
also covered with soot and smelled of smoke. 

“Sometimes the Lord shows you His mercy, 
sighed my grandfather. “Sends you a flash of 
reason. 

He patted her on the shoulder and added with 
a grin: 

“Just for brief minutes, for little spells, but 
still He sends it.*"^ 

Grandmother also laughed and was about to 
say something, but grandfather frowned. 
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''Have to get rid of that Grigori. It's all his 
carelessness. That muzhik's done for, outlived 
his time. Yakov's sitting out there on the porch 
crying, the fool. You'd better go out to him. . . 

She got up and went out, holding up one hand 
and blowing on the fingers. 

"See it all, from the very beginning?^'' asked 
my grandfather without looking at me. "W^hat did 
you think of that grandmother of yours, eh? And 
don't forget she's an old woman. . . . Beaten and 
broken. . . . There's something for you! As for 
the rest of them—phoohl^^ 

He bent down and sa id nothing for some time. 
Then he got up and broke off the burnt end of the 
candle wick as he asked: 

^^W^ere you afraid?''*' 

"No."" 

"That's right. Nothing to be afraid of."" 

He took off his shirt with an irritated 

movement and went to the washstand in the 
corner. 

Stupid to have a fire!"" he said in a loud voice, 
stamping his foot. "Anyone who has a fiure should 
be thrashed out in the public square as a fool or 
a thief! That's what they ought to do with such 
people and then there wouldn't be any more 
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fires!. . . Get back to bed! Wh at you sitting 
here for?^^ 

1 went out, but there was no more sleeping for 

m 

me that night; I had just crawled back into bed 
when I was galvanized into li fe by an inhuman 
wail. Once more I ran into the kitchen; I found 
my grandfather standing in the middle of the 
room, shirtless, holding a candle in his hand; 
the candle trembled; he kept shifting his feet but 
did not budge from the spot. 

*^Mother, Yakov, what's that?^ he gasped. 

I jumped up on the stove and crouched back 
in the corner. Once more everything became 
topsy-turvy inside the house, like during the fire. 
The wails beat in rhythmic waves against the 
walls and ceiling, ever louder and more insistent. 
My grandfather and uncle began running about 
like madmen; my grandmother shouted them out 
of the kitchen. Grigori made a great noise with 
the logs he was stuffing into the stove. He filled 
some boilers with water and walked about nod¬ 
ding his head like an Astrakhan camel. 

"'First get the fire goingcommanded my grand¬ 
mother. 

Grigori climbed up on the stove for some kin¬ 
dling, touched my foot, and shouted in fright: 


^‘WJnio^s there? Phooh, wKat a scare you gave 
mef You’re always where you don't heloiio!” 

“What’s happening?’'’ 

"Your Aunt Natalya’s giving birth,” he an¬ 
swered calmly, jumping down ofF the stove. 

I remembered that my mother had not wailed 
like that when she had eiven bii-th 

o 

When Grigori had put the boilers on the stove, 
he climbed up beside me and took a clay pipe out 
of his pocket. 

^'Started smoking to cure my eyes/'’ he said, 
showing me the pipe. “Your grandmother says to 
take snuff, but I figure it's better to smoke/^ 

He sat with his feet swinging over the edge of 
the stove, staring at the meagre light of the 
candle; his ear and cheek were smudged with 
soot, his shirt was torn, so that I got a glimpse 
of his ribs sticking out like hoops. One glass 
of his dark spectacles was cracked and a large 
piece had fallen out, giving a glimpse of a moist 
red eye that looked like a sore. 

He stuffed his pipe with leaf tobacco and sat 
listening to the moans of the woman, muttering 

himself as though he were drunk* 

Seems your grandmother got some burns after 
all. How s she going to do the delivering? Hear 
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how your aunt's going on? They forgot all about 
her; she started her moaning soon’s ihe fire 
broke out—out of fright. . . just look how 

hard it is to bring a living creature into the world, 
and still nobody holds a woman of any account. But 
a woman should be respected—a mother, that 

is—and don't you ever forget it! 

I dozed off, but was awakened by a slamming 
of doors, the drunken cries of Uncle Mikhail, and a 
general rumpus. 1 heard strange words being said: 
"Time for the Gates of Heaven to swing 

wide. . . 

'"Give her some lamp oil with rum and soot in 
it; half a glass of oil, half a glass of rum and a 

tablespoon of soot. . . - 

“Let me have a look at her, Uncle Mikhai 



askin 


He was sitting on the floor spitting between his 
widespread legs and striking the floor with his 
hands. The heat became unbearable on top of the 
stove, so 1 climbed down. But when I came up to 
my uncle he grabbed me by the leg and yanked it 
so that I fell, striking my head on the floor. 


“Fool!" I cried. 

He jumped to his feet, snatched me up and 
swung me into the air with a roar. 
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''I'll smash you against the stove 

W^hen I came to I was lying on my grandfa¬ 
ther's knees in the parlour. He was sitting in the 

f ^ O 

icon corner, rocking me back and forth, bis eyes 
fastened on the ceiling as he muttered: 

And there 11 be no forgiving us, any of us. 

The icon lamp burned brightly above his head 

and a candle was lighted on the table in the centre 

of the room, while a hazy winter morning glanced 
through the window. 

■‘What hurts?" asked my grandfather, bending 
over me. 

Everything hurt. My head was damp, my body 

like lead, but I did not wish to talk about it_ 

everything about me was so strange; unfamiliar 
people were occupying most of the chairs in the 
room a priest in a purple robe, a grey-haired 
old man in glasses and a military uniform, and 
many others; they were all sitting motionless, 
like wooden figures, frozen in expectation ai 
they listened to a splashing of water somewhere 
close at hand. Uncle Yakov was standing erect 
in the doorway with his hands behind his back. 

Here, take him to bed, Yakov," said my 

grandfather. 

My uncle beckoned to me and we went on tip- 
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tiptoeing 


toe to my grandmother s room. \Xdien I had 
crawled up on the bed he whispered: 

“Your Aunt Natalya has died. ... 

This did not surprise me—for some time she 

had not been seen around the house—had not 

entered the kitchen or come to the table for ter 

meals. 

“Where’s grandmother? ’ 

“In there/^ he answered with a wave of his 
hand. He went out as he had come in 
in his bare feet. 

I lay in bed glancing anxiously about me. 

Blind, hoary faces were glued to the windowpane; 

my grandmother’s dress was hanging m the corner 

overhwe trunk-1 kne« this, but now .t seemed to 

me that the dress was some living creature lur - 

shadows. 1 hid my head in the 

pillow, keeping one eye on the door; ‘ 

J the house was filled 

blood had flowed over the kitchen floor. My head, 
or perhaps my heart, seemed to swell up, ev y 

thine 1 h.ad witnessed in that house dragge t rou,, 

me iikc a sledge along a wintry roa , pres, 
ing me down, blotting me out. . . 


ine there in the 
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Slowly the door of the room was opened and my 
grandmother edged through. Pushing the door 
closed with her shoulder, she remained leaning 
against it, her arms outstretched toward the blue 
flame of the icon lamp. 

''My poor hands . . . how they hurt. . she 
whispered in a plaintive, childlike voice. 

V 

The division of property was made that spring; 
Yakov remained in town and Mikhail went across 
the river. My grandfather bought himself a fine 
new house on Polevaya Street, with a saloon on 
the first floor, a cosy little room in the attic, and 

a garden overlooking a ravine bristling with 
bare willow shoots. 

Plenty of whips!" said my grandfather with a 
merry wink at me as we walked together down 
soft, thawing paths on an inspection of the gar¬ 
den. Soon I 11 begin teaching you your letters, 
and then the whips'll come in handy." 

The whole house was crowded with tenants; 
my grandfather left only one large room on the 
upper floor for himself and the reception of 
guests, while my grandmother and I had our quar- 
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ters in the attic. The window of this room gave 
onto the street, and by leaning out I could watch 
the drunkards come out of the saloon in the eve¬ 
ning and on holidays. They Nvould go stumbling 
down the street, roaring and falling in the gutter. 
Sometimes they would be thrown out of the sa¬ 
loon like sacks of Hour, but they always crawled 
back to the door, which would slam with a jar¬ 
ring of glass and a shriek of the rusty pulley. 
Then a fight would begin. It was amusing to 


watch all this from up above. Every morning 
my grandfather went to his sons’ workshops to 
help them get started, returning in the evening. 

tired and depressed and irritable. 

My grandmother sewed and got the meals and 

dug in the garden, bustling about all day long 
like a huge top driven by invisible springs. She 
would take her snulf, sneeze appetizingly, and 
observe as she wiped her perspiring face: 

"Praised be the saints and the angels to the ent 
of timel At last we've come to a quiet life, Alyo¬ 
sha my pigeon-widgeon! Everything's so nice 

for us now, thanks to the Holy Virgin. 

But 1 did not find our life very quiet. From 
morning to night the tenant, kept running about 
the yard and through the house; neighbours kep 



popping in, always hurrying somewhere, always 
being late for something, always getting ready 
for something. 

Akulina Ivanovna!'*'' they would call to my 
grandmother. 

And Akulina Ivanovna would smile upon all 
of them in her friendly way and listen attentively 
to all of them as she pushed the snuff up her nose 
with her thumb and wiped it neatly with a large 
red-checked handkerchief. 

''To get rid of the lice?^^ she would say. ''To 
get rid of the lice you must wash often at the 
bath-house, my dear, and best to take a steaming 
with oil of peppermint. But if the lice be under 
the skin, then take a tablespoon of goose fat— 
the very purest—a teaspoon of bichloride of 
mercury, and three drops of mercury; mix it all 
together seven times with a china pestle and fhen 
rub it on. Never to use a bone or a wooden spoon, 
else the mercury will spoil; and never to touch 
it with copper or silver—that's very harmful."" 

Sometimes, after careful consideration, she 
would say: 

You d best go to Asaf-the-Recluse at the abbey 

my good woman. Your question be too much 
for me to answer/" 
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stern and looked upon everything with eyes 
as cold and grey as winter sunlight. She never 
stayed long, and went away without leaving any 
remembrance of herself. 

One day I said to my grandmother: 

'Are you a witch?^^ 

“Th ere now, \vhatever made you think of such 
a thingshe laughed. But presently she became 
very serious and added, ''Who am I to be a witch? 
W^itchcraft takes lots of learning, and here am I 
without even knowing my letters! Look what a 
learned man your grandfather is, but the Blessed 
Virgin didn't see fit to make me wise/^ 

Then she confided another bit of her life to me; 

I too grew up an orphan. My mother was 
without husband, and a cripple in the bargain. 
Frighted she was by the lord who owned her 
when still a maid. So she threw herself out the 
window at night, hurting her side and her shoul- 
der so that her arm withered after that, her right 
one, the main one, ana she an expert lacemaker. 
After that the nobleman had no use for her and 
let her go—to make her way as best she could— 

could she make her way with only one 
arm? So a beggar she became. But at that time 
the people of Balakhna were richer and better— 
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such brave carpenters they were, and lacemakers, 
each one better than the other! So we used to 
go a-begging, rny mother and me, through the 
town in autumn and winterj but when the aichan- 
gel Gabriel raised his sword and drove olF the 
frost, and the spring came over the earth, then 
oir we’d go, far as feet would carry, to Murom 
we went, to Yurievets, and up along the Volga 
and the quiet Oka. How nice it is to walk the 
earth in spring and summer—with the ground so 
soft and the grass like velvet! And there in the 
fields the Virgin has sprinkled flowers lor your 
joy, and there lie the great spaces for your heart s 
delight! And then my mother would half close 
her blue eyes and her song would go winging away 
to the heaven—a soft voice she had, and a sweet 
one—and everything around would get quiet 
and breathless with listening. How good it was 
to go a-begging then! But when my tenth year 
came my mother was ashamed to take me with 
her begging; a disgrace it was, so she settled down 
in Balakhna; there she’d go alone from door to 
door, and on Sundays on the porch of the church, 
while I sat home learning to make lace. 1 couldn t 
learn fast enough, so anxious was 1 to help my 
poor mother; and when the pattern wouldn't 
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turn out, there 1 d, sit with the tears rolling down 
my cheehs. In a hit over two years, mind, 1 learned 
the lacemaking, and my fame spread through¬ 
out the town. W^henever some special work 
was wanted, they'd come to us—‘Well, Akulya, 
start your bobbin working!’ Didn’t that make 
me happy though! To be sure it wasn’t me to 
the credit, but my mother for teaching me. 
If she couldn’t work herself with her one hand. 


teacher is 
‘You can 
I. T can 


she knew how to teach, and a good 
^®^th ten workers. 1 was so proud! 
stop your begging now, mother,’ says 
feed you now with the work of my hands.’ But 
'Hush, you,’ says my mother. 'Don’t you know 
it’s a dowry you must lay by for yourself with 
that money?’ Soon after that your grandfather 
in his appearance 


a very noticeable youncr 



put 

man. only twenty-two and overseer of the bur¬ 
laps already. So his mother looked me over 
saw how poor I was—the daughter of a beggar- 
woman, which made it sure I would make a du¬ 
tiful wife. Hm-m.And she herself a bun- 

seller, and an evil-spirited woman ... but why 
speak ill of the dead? The Lord sees all that 

without our help; the Lord sees it, the devil 
needs it. . . 
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She laiiglicd her hearty laugh; h cr nose quiv- 
cpcaI comically and her eyes caressed me with mu¬ 
sing tenderness, conveying much more thai\ w-ords. 


1 remember one quiet evening when my grand¬ 
mother and I were having tea in my grandfather s 
room; he himself was not w^ell, and sat on the bed 
without any shirt on, It is shoulders covered by a 
long towel with w^hich he frequently w iped the per- 
spiration olf liis brow^ H is breat] hing w'as hoarse 
and rapitl, his green eyes wx're filmy, his face 
red and puffy. His sharp little cars were particu¬ 
larly red, and wlien he reached out for a glass of 
tea his hand shook pitifidly. He was very meek 
anti not at all like himself. 


"Why dc^n t you give me any sugari^he com- 


l^lainetl 

to 

my grandmother 

in 

the 

tone of . 

spoi led 

ch i 
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she an 


swered gently but firndy. 

He swallowed down the hot tea with much 



grunting and oiuo 

"Watch out 1 don’t dic,^’ he saitl. 

"Oon t worry, I hn watching.' 

" riiat ’s it. If I shoidd die now it would be 
1 never lived at all—all for nothing. ' 
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“Lie down and stop talking." 

For a minute he lay quiet with his eyes closed, 
smacking his blue lips. Suddenly he jumped up 
as though someone had pinched him. 

"Have to marry off Yakov and Mikhail soon as 
possible. IVIaybe wives and some more children 
will tame them down, eh?" 

He began naming over the eligible young wom¬ 
en in the town while my grandmother sat drink¬ 
ing glass after glass without making any comment. 
My grandfather had forbidden me to go out be¬ 
cause of some misdemeanour, so I sat at the window 

watching the fading sunset and its bright reflec¬ 
tion in the windows of the houses. 

Down in the garden flocks of beetles were buzz¬ 
ing about the birches. A cooper was hammering 
away in the next yard, while not far away I could 
ear the wheel of a scissors-grinder. From the 
ravine beyond the garden came the shouts of 
children playing among the thick bushes. 1 had a 
desperate longing to be out there with them, 
and my heart was heavy with the sadness of 

twilight. 

Suddenly my grandfather took out a brand-new 

ook, slapped it against his palm, and called to 
me in a cheerful voice; 
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“Hey, you young whipper-snapper, you cabbage 
ears you, come on over here! Sit clown, Tatar face! 
See that sign? That's "a' for apple. Say it —‘a' for 
apple. ‘B' for butter. 'C' for cellar. What's this?^^ 

“'B' for butter/^ 

“Right. And this?^'’ 

“'C for cellar.'’^ 

“W^rong! for apple. Look close: 'd' for din¬ 

ner, 'e' for ever—'T for father—what s this? 

“‘E' for ever.''^ 

“Right. And this?^^ 

“‘D ' for dinner. 

“Fine. And this?^^ 

“'A' for apple. 

IVIy grandmother interrupted: 

“Be better for you to lie quiet, father. 

“Silence! This is just what I need to keep my 
mind off my worries. Go on, A1 exei! 

He threw his hot, moist arm about my neck and 
pointed to the letters, while with the other hand 
he held the book under my very nose. He effused a 
smell of vinegar, sweat, and baked onion which 
nearly suffocated me. He became strangely excit¬ 
ed and shouted into my ear: 

for kitchen, 'L for ladyL^ 

The words were familiar, but the Slavonic 
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kcci 


letters in no way resembled iliom. The loo_ 

more like a worm than a lady; the f” looked like 
humpbacked Grigori rather than father; the bulg¬ 
ing “b" reminded me of my grandmother and ine 
together, while there was something about all 
the letters that resembled my grandfather. He 
kept drilling me on the alphabet' taking the let¬ 
ters m order and out of order; he infected me with 
his excitement, so that 1 too broke into a sweat 
and began to shout at the top of my voice. This 

struck him funny and his laugh brought on a 
fit of coughing. 

Just look how he’s took to it, mother,” he 

gasped, clutching his breast and the book “ Phooh 

you Astrakhan plague, you! What you hollering 
about? ^ 


"It's you that’s boll 


enner 

o 




It delighted me to watch^him and my grand- 

mot aer, who sat with her elbows on the table 

er fists at her cheeks, laughing quietly as she 
watched us. 

Enough of shouting your heads oir!"she said 

My grandfather turned to me in friendly expla' 

nation: ^ ^ 

I m shouting because I’m sick, but what you 
shouting for? ^ 
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rhea he shook his perspiring head and said to 
my grandniother: 

‘The late Natalya was wrong \ehen she claimed 
lie had a bad memory. He s got a memory like 
a liorse! Go on, sniibnose! 

At last he jokingly puslied me olf the bed 
'^rhat s enough* Hane on to the book, I omor- 

o O 

row you 11 tell me the whole alphabet without a 
mistake, and for that Til give you live kopeks.’^ 
When 1 reached for the book, he drew me to¬ 


ward him and said sac l!y: 

‘What did your mother liave to go and abandon 

you for, sonnyT'' 

''Now', fatlier, no sense in talking like that, 

put in my giandmother. 

“Wouldn’t talk like that if the hurt of it didn’t 


make me. . . Ah, what a girl to go wrong! 

He pushed mo awa y w 1 11 1 a bru scjue movement. 
“Go on out and play! Rut not in the street— 
only in the yard or the garden, hear! 

1 he garden w'as just the place I luul been long¬ 
ing to be: I knew that as soon as 1 put in my appear¬ 
ance up on the embankment, the hoys down in tlie 
ravine would start throwing stones at me, and I 
wanted nothing more than to pay them back in 

kind. 
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"There’s the pug!" they cried on catching sight 

of me. "Here goes!" And they hurriedly collected 
ammunition. 

1 had no idea what a was, so the name 

carried no insult; but it was a joy to find myself 
pitted against so many and to see how a well- 
aimed stone would put the enemy to flight or make 
them hide in the bushes. Such fights held no 
malice and left no feeling of injury. 

I learned my letters quickly, and perhaps it 

was this that made my grandfather pay more 

attention to me and stop whipping me so often, 

though in my opinion I deserved more lickings 

than ever before. As I became older and bolder, 

I began to violate my grandfather’s rules and 

orders, but he only scolded, or shook his fist at me. 

It seemed to me that he had often beaten me 

without cause, and one day I told him so. 

He gave me a light tap under the chin and 
blinked into my eyes. 

JWha-a-at?" he drawled, adding with a chuckle: 

You little heretic, you! Who are you to decide 

how many lickings you deserve? I'm the only one 
can know that! Scat!" 

But he caught me by the shoulder as I turned 
and once more looked me in the eve 
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“You being sly, or just a simpleton?" 

"I don’t know." 

"Don’t know, don’t you? Well, then I’ll tell you: 
you be sly—that’s better than to be a simple¬ 
ton. A calf’s a simpleton, understand? Now go 

on out and play. 

Soon 1 was reading the Psalter letter by letter. 
Usually we studied after tea in the evening, and 
each time I had to read an entire psalm. 

“B" for butter, "1" for lady, "e" for ever, 
"s" for sugar, "s" for sugar—bless; "e" for ever, 
"d" for dinner—ed: blessed. "Blessed is he. . . 

I spelled, running my index finger along the line. 
The boredom of it gave rise to all kinds of 

questions. 

"Who is blessed? Uncle Yakov?" 

“I’ll give you a whack over the head and then 
you’ll know who is blessed!" answered my grand¬ 
father with an angry snort. But I sensed that his 
anger was not genuine; it was only assumed by 
force of habit, and for decency’s sake. 

And I was not mistaken; a minute later my 
grandfather grumbled, without a thought for me: 

"Hm-m, when it comes to singing and playing, 
he’s a regular King David, but when it comes to 
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working, he s no better than an Absalom. A song¬ 
ster, a trickster, a jester—phooh! 'Dancing merry 

o'er the green! ’ Well, and how far does that dancing 
get you? Not very 

I stopped reading to listen to him, glancing up 
into his frowning, worried face; his narrowed eyes 
were gazing off into the distance, and they were 
hlled with a warm sadness thawing his usual se¬ 
venty. His golden eyebrows quivered and his 

stained fingernails glistened as he tapped nerv¬ 
ously on the table. 

“Grandfather!" 

“ Eh ? " 


“Tell me a story. 

Vou go on with your reading, lazybones," he 
grumbled, rubbing his eyes as though he had just 

waked up, -You’d rather hear all kinds of fiiry 

tales than the Psalter/'' 

I suspected that he too would rather hear fairy 

tales than the Psalter, though he knew the latter 

a most by heart, having taken a vow to read part 

of it out loud every evening before going to bed, 

anting like the deacon chanted the breviary 
in church, ^ 

But I pressed him for the story, and finally the 
old man gave in. 
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“Oh, «ill righl. You'll bo having the Psalter 
with you all your lito, but soon I'll be going to 
meet iny Ylaker at the jiulgment scat. ’ 

L.eaning against the needle-poitit ot the old 
annchaii’, he th revv back his hc^id, lixed his eyes on 
the C(.'iling, and lost hi nisei 1 in recollections of old 
times: once a robber ban^l had conic tc> Balakhna 
to loot the sho]^ ot the mcrch.iut Zayev. IVly grand- 
( a t 1 KM* s 1 at her Inul run to ill c belfry to give the 
alarm, but I he robbers overtook him, slashed him 
WMth tlieir swords, and tlircw his remains down 


f rom the hellry. 

'1 was oidy a little eliap at that time; I didn t 
see wliat Jiaiipened aiul I vlon’l reineml^er it; I only 
rememher from the time the 1’reach came, in 1812 


-when 1 was just twelve. I hey drove about 

thirty prisoners into Balaklnia at that time—all 
of tluin little and skinny, rlrossed in whatever 


they eonkl lay hannuls <>n—worse tl\aii beggars— 
shivering in th eir skins, some ol them w itb their 
arms and legs Irozien, sv> they con kin t oven stand 
ut>. I ke mu/diiks wanted to kill them off, ^1'^' 
convoy woiddn't let them, riien the troops trom 
tlu' garrison came and drove the muzhiks to their 
huts. After tliat they got used to each other; the 
I rciichmea tiirncil out to be a shrewd, nimble lot, 
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and jolly in the bargain, singing their songs 
whenever the mood struck them. The quality 
used to drive down from Nizhni in troikas to have 
a look at them. Some of those who came would 
curse the French and shake their fists at them, even 
strike them; others would talk kind to them in 
their own tongue and give them money and old 
clothes to cheer them up. I remember one old 
naan a gentleman he was-—-who covered his 
face with his hands and started crying: ‘Just see 
what that fiend Napoleon has done to the French' ’ 
he says. Think of that—a Russian, and a gentle¬ 
man at that, with such a kind heart—taking pity 
on foreigners that way. . . 

For a moment he was silent, closing his eyes 
and stroking down his hair. Then he continued 
cautiously, rummaging through his memories of 

the past: 

Winter, with a blizzard raging and the cold 
pressing down hard on the huts, and the Frenchmen 


running to our window and calling to my mother- 
s e used to make buns to peddle—they’d knock at 
the window, jumping about and shouting for buns. 
My mother wouldn't let them into the hut; she'd 
an t em their buns through the window. They'd 
gra t em, all hot and steaming, right from the 




oven, and stick them inside their shirts, tight 


against their i rozen bod ics , r ight to their liearts;how 

they ever stood it! Lots oi them died of the cola 


people from a warm country, not used to such frosts, 
nr wo ot them lived in our bath-house, tlown in the 
arden-—an ofluei' 


T: 




anti his atljutant named Mi¬ 


ron; the ollicer was tall anti thin, nothing but skin 
and bones, and he went around iri a woman s cloak 


w 

tliat came to his knees. He was a gentle soul, but a 
regular tlrunkard. N4y mother brcwetl beer on the 
sitle anti soKI it; be\l buy bimselt beer and drink 
himself tlrunk anti stvirt ringing his sov"igs. He 
learned to h.ihble a hit in our tongue: Your land s 
not white/ he would say. 'll s black and haish. 
He spoke very broken, but you could untlei stand 
what he meant, and it's the truth—nothing gentle 
about our uorlhern parts. If you go down the Volga 
the I anti gets waianer and softer, anti tlown past 
tlic Caspian seems there\s no snow at all. Yovitan 
be sure of lliis, seeing’s bow you’ll not find any¬ 
thing about snow or about winter in the Gospels, 
or the Acts, or the Psalter, and it was down in 
that country Clirist livetl. . . . Soon s we finish tht 
Psalter you and mc'll start reading the Gospels. 

Again he became silent aiul seemed to doz.e 
olf; when his nvintl was fixed on something, he 
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would stare out the window with his eyes nar¬ 
rowed, his whole figure little and sharp. 

‘‘Go on," I urged quietly. 

"Ah well!" he said with a start. "What was it 
I was talking about? The French? Well, they're 
also humans, no worse than us sinners. They’d go 
shouting after my mother, ‘Madame, madame! ' 
which means 'my dame in their tongue, but that 
there 'dame would go toting home a sack of flour 
weighing no less than five poods if an ounce. Strong 
as an ox she was; it meant nothing for her to go 
■^^^^tng me around by the hair right up until I 
was twenty years old. And I was no weakling 
myself at that time. That adjutant Miron was a 
great lover of horses: he’d go from yard to yard 
making signs, asking to be allowed to groom the 

horses. At first people were scared—an enemy_ 

might ruin the horses. But after a while the mu¬ 
zhiks used to ask him themselves: 'Hi there, Mi¬ 
ron! ’ and he'd laugh and duck his head like a bull 
and come running. His hair was red as a carrot, 
and he had a big nose and thick lips. He was a 
fine groom and knew how to cure the horses of 
various ailments; later he became a groom in 
Nizhni, but he went o£ his head and the firemen 
beat him to death. As for the officer, he sort of 
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went into a vlcv'liiio \vlu'n sj>! came, ain .1 on the 
day ot Saint Nikolai he ^liod qiuellike: sat i^lream- 
111 e ii t tin* %v 11 n k^ v\’ o! the h*.*lh Iioiisl a I'ld |'i s sc cl 
away, jnst tlH'ia* witli liis Iic'^kI out tltc will- 

Jv>\v. I I ell sorry (or him; even shed a tew tears; 
a ^i-ntle svmiI lie was; used to take me hy the ears 
and wliispi'r something soft in his own longue. 

1 i.a>nKln t iiiulerst ^nitl his words, hut ihc'y sc^undcc^ 
uiee Nvil inueh human kindness in this w'orld. 

Onee he st,tried teaeluut; me lu*kw' lc*i talk his lan- 

iiH'^l hi‘r ieiri^nl it. Slw* c^vc^n tc'iok me 

id he ordered me a heating and put 
ahoul the ollieer. Tec^ple were strict 
h rot her! Yon don t have to sulfer 
—i>llu'rs have sullcied it Icn* you, 

I yon <'ver ft'iri^et it ! I tike* me', ic>f c'Xsim¬ 
ple-wlial Tve sulfi'reel! 

Il mrw «l.ii k My i;i amW'.itlu'r .stranj^cly expaml- 
t'tl ill tin- ilarkiu'.ss ,iiul )iis i-yi's sIioiil* like tl’osc ol 
a t al. I k' n-i oiiiitril liis story tpiiotly. rant lously, 
iiHisiiipl y. I’lit wlu'ii 111' spoke ol liimsi'll lie bei. aim 
.iiiiiii.iti'il .iiul Imasllul. I iliil not like to tieai him 
speak o( liimseH aiul I vlivi not like liis eoiislant 

adiiumiI ions; 

"Reinemiier that!” 'Don't yon forget it 1 
There were many thing.s he toUl me which I 
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would have been glad to have forgotten, but they 
stuck in my mind like painful splinters, even with¬ 
out his admonitions. He never told me fairy tales 
—only accounts of true happenings. I had ob¬ 
served that questions annoyed him, and so I made 
a point of putting them: 

W^ho "s better-Ru ssians or Frenchmen?^^ 

W^ho can tell? I never saw Frenchmen in their 
own country, he answered with irritation, adding: 
'^Even a rat's all right in its own hole.'’^ 

'^Are Russians all right?'^ 

Some are, some aren't. They were better when 

they were serfs-like wrought iron. Now the 

chain s off their feet, but they 've nothing to eat. 
To be sure the gentlefolk c*re a hardhearted lot, 
but they've got more sense than the muzhik. Can't 
say that about all of them, but once a gentleman's 

good, he's very good. Some are the veriest fools- 

like sacks—hold whatever you stuff them with. Too 
many empty shells among us—at first glance 
looks like a human being, but on looking a little 
closer you see the worms have eaten out all the 
kernel—nothing left but a shell. What we need 
is some learning; need to sharpen our wits, but 
there s nothing to sharpen them on. . . 

Are Russians strong?'"^ 
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“Some are, but it's not strength that counts, 
it*s skill; the strongest man is we aker th an a 
horse/'" 

“Why did the French fight us?^'" 

“Well , now-wars-they re the business of 

the tsar. It's not for simple folk like us to under¬ 
stand why/^ 

But I shall never forget my grandfather’s an¬ 
swer when I asked him who Bonaparte was. 

“He was a brave fell ow who wanted to conquer 
the whole ear th, so’s everybody could live equal— 
no lords and officials, but just like that—a 11 the 
same, Th e names would stay different, but the 
rights equal for everybody. And the same faith for 
everybody. No sense in that, of course; it's only 
crabs are all alike. Take fish, now—even they 're 
all different: the salmon's no friend of the catfish, 
and the sturgeon’s not making up to the herring. 
W^e've had our own Bonapartes—Stepan Razin, 
for example, and Emelyan Pugachov—but I'll tell 
you about them another time. ... 

Sometimes he would stare at me wide-eyed for 
a long time, as though he had never seen me be- 
fo re, and this was very unpleasant. 

. But he never spoke to me about my father or 

mother. 
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Sometimes grandmother would enter during 
these conversations. She would quietly take a seat 
in the corner and say nothing until suddenly she 
would ask a question in her caressing voice: 

'"Remember, father, how fine it was that time 
you and me made a pilgrimage to Murom to pray 
to the Virgin? What year was that?^^ 

"Don^t remember exactly, but it was before the 

cholera-the year they combed the forest for the 

Olonchans. 

"That^s right. I remember how scared we were 
of them, . . Z'* 

"Hm-mZ" 

I asked who the Olonchans were and why they 
hid in the forest. My grandfather answered reluc¬ 
tantly: 

The Olonchans were simply muzhiks-serfs 

who ran away from work at the factoriesZ^ 

"How did they catch them?^'’ 

"Ho w do you supposo? Like when the boys 
play—some of them run, others catch them. 
Once they're caught, they get licked with whips 
and thongs; used to get their^ostrils slit too, and 

brands put on their foreheads to show they were 
puni.shed.'^ 

"What for?" 
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'W^ho kno \vs(^ 1 Hat s dark Hiisinoss, anci it s 

Har<.l to say who was at fan It. til c ones who did the 
ninninq or tlic ones who <.hd the catching. ’ 

Renieinher, lather, pnt in iny gr an^.lniother 
once more, 'how it was after the great lire?’^ 
"Which great hret^" asked my grandlather wi th 
a stern insistence on accuracy. 

Lost in their reminiscences, they became obliv¬ 
ions of my presence, d Jieir voices went on iinictly, 
tind wi t h such measnreil rliythm that at limes it 
seemed they were sitiging a song, a gruesome song 
aliout fires and illnesses a nil the thrashings dealt to 
human beings, about accidental deatlis an<.l clever 
,'iwindles, about religious fanatics and irascible 
gentlemen from the up(^er classes. 

ddow much we ve seen! How much we ve lived 
through! * muttereil my grauilfat her. 

'Ami has it betui a bail lilei’" asked my grand¬ 
mother. "just think what a line sirring it was 
w h< Ml V .irvara was born! ’ 

1 hat was in 



S, the year of the march on 
Hungary; ilay after we liad Varvara baptizeil they 
drove olf her goillather Tikhon. . . . 

"And he never came back,’’ sighcvl my grand- 
niotlier. 

"JNlcver came back. From that day on God s 


mercy slipped past us like water over a raft. AK, 
Var vara. . . 

Enough, father. . . 

Why enough?'"'" he answered angrily. ‘"Turned 
out bad, our children, however you look at them. 
Our strength all poured away into nothing. You 
and me thought we were putting things by in a 

sound basket, but the Lord saw fit to slip a sieve 
into our hands. 

Ele cried out as if he had been branded, running 
about the room, moaning, denouncing his chil¬ 
dren, shaking his bony little fist at my grandmother. 

And it s all your spoiling that sent them to 
the dogs, you softy! You witch, you!^^ 

The extremity of his bitterness drove him into 
the icon corner, where he beat himself on his thin, 
sounding breast and wailed tearfully: 

^^^hy, oh Lord? Ana I so much worse than 
anybody else?^^ 

His wet eyes glistened with pain and indig¬ 
nation, and his whole body trembled. 

My grandmother remained sitting in the dark¬ 
ness, silently crossing herself. Finally she went 
over to him. 

"Why torture yourself like this?" she said 
persuasively. 'The Lord knows what He’s about. 
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There be not many children better than ours. It’s 
the same everywhere, father—quarrels and fight¬ 
ing and fussing. All mothers and fathers wash 
away their sins wi th iho ir ow^n tears. You’re not 
th e only one. ... * 

Sometimes her words would calm him, and he 
would wearily slip into bed, while my grandmother 
and 1 woidd steal away to our attic. 

But once when she wH'nt over to him with her 


gentle woi'ds, he whirle*.! around and struck her a 
sounding blow in the f;ice with his fist. My 
grandmother swayed and ['pressed her lumd to her 
lii^s. When .she luul suliiciently recovered, she said 
in a calm, nuiet voice: 



"You fool ..." and spat the blood at his feet. He 
raised his arms over his head and shrieked twice: 


"Get out l>efore 1 kill you!" 

"Fool! * repeate«.l my grant^lmother, 
ward the iloor. I le thi’cw himself i 
slie unhurric'diy stepped over tlie sill 
the door in Jiis lace. 


f t 




to- 






^ A t 


he old hu.ssy, ' hisse<.l my grandfather, red as 


a glowing coal, as lie clutched the jamb, scratching 
at it with hi.s iiaihs. 

I sal on the bunk built against llie stove more 
dead tb .in alive, Rc.'ircely lielieviiig my own eyes. 
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This was th<? hrst time he had ever struck my 
^^^^'^dmother m my preseiice, and 1 w^as crushed 
by the repulsiveness of it. His act revealed a new 
quality in him, something which nothing could 
justify and sshich bore down on me with an awful 
weight. He kept standing there, hanging on to the 
doorjamb, shrinking and going grey, as though 
dusted with ashes. Suddenly he went to the centre 
of the room, fell on his knees and slumped forward, 
supporting himself on his arm. Then he straight¬ 
ened up, beat himself on the breast with both 
hands, and cried. . . . 


Oh God, oh God. . . 




I slid off the warm tiles of the bunk as though 

they were ice and ran out. Upstairs my grandmother 

was walking up and down, rinsing her mouth. 
“Does it hurt?^^ 

She went over to the corner and spit the water 
into the waste bucket. 

It s all right," she answered calmly. "My teeth 
are whole—just a cut on the lip." 

Why did he do it?" 

Lost his temper, she answered, glancing out 

the window. "It’s hard for him, old man that he 

IS, so much misfortune. . . You go to bed and 
forget about it. . . ." 
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1 asked her about something else, but with 
unwonted sharpness she replied: 

"llidn't you hear me/ Go to bed! Such a dis¬ 
obey lien t latl. . . . 

She sat down by the window and sucked at her 
lip, frequently spitting into her handkerchief. 

I kept looking at her as 1 undressed: a sprinkling 
of stars could be seen in the square of night sky 
above her heail. Iwerything wa.s quiet outside, 
everything dark inside. 

When I was in beil she came over to me and 

quietly stroke<.l my forcheail. 

'"Sleep in peace, ' she said. m going down to 
him. . . . Don’t you feel too sorry for me, pigeon- 
widgeon, a lot ol it s my own faidt. . . . Go to 

sleep! 

She kissed me and went out, leaving me with 
a choking sadness. 1 jumped out of the soft, hot 
bed and went to the window, where 1 stood glancing 
down into the empty street, numbed by unbear¬ 
able pain. 

VI 

Once more life became a nightmare. One eve¬ 
ning after tea, when my grandfather and I were 
reading the Psalter and my grandmother was wash- 
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ing up tKe dishes, my Uncle Yakov rushed into the 
room. He was as dishevelled as ever, looking 
like a worn-out broom. He threw his cap into the 
corner and without a word of greeting began to 
speak with wild gestures: 

Mikhail s on a rampage, pa! He had dinner . t 

our place, drank himself drunk and went raging 

mad: broke the dishes, tore up a woolen dress 

belonging to a customer, broke the window, and 

cursed me and Grigori. He's coming here and swore 

he'd get you: ‘I'll pull, all the hairs out of pa's 

beard!' he yelled. ‘I'll kill him!' he cried. You 
better watch out. , . 

Grandfather leaned on the table and slowly 

pulled himself to his feet, his face all drawn toward 

his nose, making it look for all the world like a 
hatchet. 

Hear that, mother?" he squeaked. "What d've 

*ink rf,hat, eh? Conning Jhm Ms own fale! 

here s a son for you! Well, the time's come! 
Ihe time's come, fellows. . . ." 

He squared his shoulders and began pacing the 

floor. Then he went to the door and fastened it 
with a heavy hook. 

The both of you are still after that dowry of 
arvara s, I know," he said, turning to Yakov. 
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"Well, here's how you'll get itT*' and he snapped 
his fingers under my uncle's nose* 

W^hy jump on me, pa?^^ said the latter, spring¬ 
ing back and speaking in an offended tone. 
"You? I know you too! 

Grandmother said nothing as she hurriedly put 

the cups in the cupboard. 

"I came to protect you! 

"Ha!^^ laughed my grandfather scornfully* 
''That's a good one! Thanks, son! Here, mother, 
give this foxy something to work with a 
poker, or a flat-iron! And you, Yakov Vasilyevich, 
soon as your brother breaks the door open you'll 

give it to him—on my head! 

h4y uncle thrust his hands in his pockets and 

slunk off to one side. 

"Well, if you don't want to believe me. . . . 
Believe yoiil^^ shouted my grandfather with a 
stamp of his foot, ^T'd believe a cat, or a rat, or a 
kangaroo—but not you! It s you that gave him the 
liquor and egged him on—1 know! V^ell, now beat 
him up! Take your choice—him or me. 

Grandmother turned to me and whispered: 
"Run upstairs and watch for Uncle Mikhail 
through the window. Soon^s you see him, come tell 

us! Be off, hurry!‘'^ 
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up I v«cnt *nd planted mytelf at the win 
* bit intimidated by the thought of what mv 
raging umle i.ould do when he got here, but swell- 
ing wa , pruJe at the re^JH>n»lb^e ta>k entrusted to 
me ic street was wide, and covered with a thick 
ayer ot du»t. through which tJie curves of the 
.obhir* protruded. It extended far to the left 

^ IT dC a v ^ * f 


.ooDir* protruded. It extended far to the left, 
^Oisn.g a ravine and corning out on OstrozJinaya 

r ‘>1* the old jail 

>»«U» lU lour towers stood hrmlv —I i ^ . 
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fight, three houies from 
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4 certain melancholy beauty 
‘ -ibout this building. To the 
from ours, the street ran into 


hy yellow barracks 



'« lower, at 


round find 


rrom ours, the street ran into 
ounJed on the opposite side 
lor prisoners and the ogling 
top of W'hicli the watcJiman 
round like a dog on a cJiain. 
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out of the window, the roofs seemed to be boat; 
upturned on the green waves of the orchards. 

The dusty houses ot our street, faded by tht 
winds of long winters, washed by endless autumr 
rains, stood hi\ddled togetlier liKe beggars on *. 
church porch, glancing about turtivcly with theii 
bulging window's as though, liKe me, they were 
waiting for something. The few people in sighi 
walked as unhurriedly as meditative roache; 
climbing the stove. A stifling heat rose to my wdn 
dow, bringing with it the detested odour of pttc^ 
stuffed with spring onions and carrots. To tin 
present tlay I lintl this ot.lour intoleiable. 


The scene was oppressive-oppressive m j 

peculiar way which was almost unbearaolc. 
breast became filled with liquid lead, which presses 
against my ribs and chest until it seemed tha 
I was being blown up like a bubble which covih 
not be contained in this tiny room wdlh its co 



like ceiling. 

Suddenly I caught sight of Uncle Mikhai 
glancing out from behind the g**ey hovise on th 
corner oflhe by-street. He had pulled his cap dow 
so that it made his ears stick out. He was wearin 
a short brown coat and knee boots all coverc 
with dust; one hand was in the pocket of hi 
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p*ni», the other holding on to his heard. 1 
could not fcee his lace, but he was standing as 
though he meant to leap across the street and dig 
hts black, hairy claws into grandlather s house 1 
should have run downstairs and told them that he 
had come, but I could not tear mysell away from 
t e wmdovs 1 saw him steal cautiously across the 
street, as though he vsere afraid to dirty his grey 
boot, and heard the jarring of glass and the .nneak- 
•ng ol h.nges as he opened the door of the saloon 
I ran downstair, and knocked at the door of niy 

grandlather't room. ^ 

"*-V *■' open. 

rir,- hr -'oo... you 

^ . go bo.k where you came from'" 

I tn afraid. . 


• « 


"Can’t be helped!" 

1 It w«, getting J.rh; the du.t of the 

<he itreet camo the mutyj of .trine mu.ic nl, • 

•oroething li„t .„a mournful. Somrorw wa.^ •"* 
in the aaJmm; j,. d^^r^a. „ 

^Kea, a tired. broKen voice whic^ ,TL"w J 

“ """ >-« .igh. .hut 
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whose right one resembled a red hot coal. Th 
slamming of the door would chop olF his song lils 
the blow of an axe. 


ti 
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My grandmother envied the beggar; wheneve 
she heard him sing she would sigh and say; 

How lucky he is to know so many wonderfi 
songs! 

Sometimes she wou Id ca II h im into our yarc 
He WOU Id sit on the porch leaning on his canc 
singing and reciting verses, while my grandmothe 
would sit next to him, interrupting with an occs 
sional question. 

^*You mean to say the Holy Virgin has been i 
Ryazan? 

^"She^s been everywhere—in all the gubei 
nias. . he would answer convincingly. 




A sleepy exhaustion crept imperceptibly alon 
the street, pressing down on my heart and closini 
my eyes. If only my grandmother would come! O 
even my grandfather! What sort of person mus 
my father h ave been, that my uncles and grandfa 
ther should have disliked him so, while my grand 
mother and Grigori and nanny Yevgenia shouk 
speak so well of him? And where was my mother 
Of late I kept thinking more and more often o 
my mother, envisioning her as the heroine of al 


ISO 



s tales and legends. The fact that 
my mother did not want to live with her family 
only raised her in my estimation. I imagined that 
she was living with a band of highwaymen at an 
mn, and that they robbed the rich and divided 
the spoil among the poor. Or perhaps she was 
living in a cave in the forest, again with a band 
of kindhearted robbers for whom she cooked and 
guarded stolen gold. Or still another version was 
that she was wandering over the earth counting 
its treasures like the "Robber-princess" Yenga- 
lycheva, accompanied by the Holy Virgin, who 

kept saying to her as she said to the "Robber- 
princess'^; 

It IS mt jcr thee, theu greeJy one, 

To strip the earth of its si Iter and gold; 

It IS not Jor thee, thou grasping one. 

To hide thy shame 'neath the treasures of earth! 

.\nd my mother answered her in the words of 
the Robber-princess"; 

Forgue me, oh Virgin Immaculate, 

And pity my soul for its sinfulness. 

Not for myself do I plunder so. 

For the sake of my son. my beloved one. . 
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Then the Holy Virgin, who was as kindhearted 
as my grandmother, forgave her and said: 

Ah, thou vixen, thou Varyushk^, 

Ah, thou Tatar incorrigible! 

Go, if thou must, thy chosen path: 

Choose the way) rue the day. 

But touch not the folk of this Russian land. 
On a forest trail a Afordovian flail. 

Or a Kalmyk slay on the steppelands grey. . . . 

I lost myself in recollections of these legends as 
in a dream, from which I was roughly awakened by 
a bustling and shuffling and roaring coming from 
the hall and the yard down below. Leaning out of 
the window 1 saw my grandfather and Uncle Yakov 
and the funny saloon-keeper Melyan pushing my 
Uncle Mikhail through the gate out into the street; 
he fought his way back, but they kicked him and 
beat him on the arms, the back, the shoulders, 
and at last he went flying into the dust of the 
street. The gate was slammed, locked and bolted, 
his battered cap tossed over the fence, and every¬ 
thing became quiet. 

After lying still for a while, my rumpled, 
tattered uncle sat up, picked up a cobblestone,* and 
hurled it at the gate, producing a dull thud like a 


152 


blow on the bottom of a barrel. Dark-faced people 
came crawling out of the saloon and started bellow¬ 
ing and waving their arms; heads appeared in the 
windows of the houses; the street became lively 
with yells and laughter. This too was like a fairy 

tale fascinating, but unpleasant and even 
frightening. 

Suddenly everything was over, everyone had 
gone, all was quiet. 

On the trunk by the door sat my grandmoth¬ 
er, all hunched over, motionless, scarcely breath- 
ing; I was standing in front of her stroking her 
soft, warm, wet cheeks, but apparently she was 

unaware of it, and only sat there muttering 
miserably: 

Dear Lord, wasn t there enough good sense to 

go around when it came to me and my children? 
God help us. . . 

It seems to me that my grandfather lived not 

more than a year in this house on Polevaya Street_ 

from spring to spring. But in so short a time 

the house managed to become notorious; almost 

every Sunday the urchins would come running 

to our gates, joyfully announcing to the entire 
block: 
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''Another fight at the Kashirins 

Usually Uncle Mikhail would come in the 
evening and remain the whole night, keeping the 
house in a state of siege, its inhabitants in a state 
of alarm. Sometimes he would bring two or three 
assistants along—desperate young bucks from 
the Kunavino workshop. They would climb up the 
ravine into the garden, and there give full rein to 
the dictates of their drunken imagination. They 
pulled up all the raspberry and currant bushes, 
and one night they ruined the bath-house, breaking 
everything in it that was breakable—the shelves, 
the benches, the boilers. They took the stove 
apart, pulled up some of the floor boards, ripped 
off the door and the jamb. 

My grandfather stood at the window silent and 
lowering, listening to them destroy his property; 
my grandmother ran out into the yard, where she 
became lost in the darkness. But her voice came 
back pleadingly: 

"Mikhail! Think what you're doing, Mi¬ 
khail!"" 

In reply came a string of foul and idiotic Rus¬ 
sian oaths, the meaning of which must have been 
beyond the cornprehension and feeling of the 
beasts vomiting them forth. 
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There could be no thought of following grand¬ 
mother at such a moment, but it was frighten¬ 
ing without her. I went down into grandfather 
room. 


Out of here, anathema he shouted at me 


hoarsely. 

I ran back to the attic and stared out into the 


darkness of the garden, trying not to lose sight of 
gi*^ndmother, crying and calling to her, afraid 
that they would kill her. She did not come, but on 

hearing my voice, my drunken uncle addressed 
some filthy oaths to my mother. 


On one such evening my grandfather was 
ill. He lay in bed and kept crying plaintively 
as he rolled his head back and forth over the 


pillow: 


Is this all I lived for, sinned for, hoarded for? 
If It wasn't so shameful. I'd call the police and 
haul them up before the governor. . . . What a 
disgrace! Who ever heard of parents sicking the 
police on their own children? So there's nothing 
you can do but keep lying here, old man!" 

Suddenly he .threw his legs over the edge of the 
bed and went staggering to the window. 

"Here, where you going?" cried my grand¬ 
mother, catching hirn by the arm. 
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"Give me a light'/"' he ordered, his breath com¬ 
ing in great gasps. 

When my grandmother had lighted the candle, 
he held it in front of him like a gun and shouted 

mockingly through the window: 

"Phooh, Mishka, thief in the night, mad as a 

dog with the scurvy'/"' 

Immediately the upper pane of the window was 
shattered and half a brick fell on the table next to 
my grandmother. 

"Missed'/^ yelled my grandfather, and began 

either to laugh or to cry. 

hdy grandmother picked him up in her arms as 

though he were me and laid him on the bed, mutter¬ 
ing in a frightened voice: 

"W^hat are you doing, for the love of Christ! If 

anything should happen, it d be Siberia for him, 
do you think he realizes it means Siberia when 

he^s in such a state 

My grandfather lay with his legs jerking as 

he sobbed hoarsely: *^Let him kill me. . . . 

A roaring and stamping came from outside. I 
took the brick off the table and ran to the window, 
but my grandmother managed to snatch me up 
and thrust me in the corner, hissing. 

"You crazy little brat! 
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Another time my uncle mounted the back porch 
and began swinging a huge club at the entrance 
door. My grandfather stood in the hall waiting for 
him, supported by two lodgers with clubs in their 
hands and the large wife of the saloon-keeper wield¬ 
ing a rolling pin. Behind them pressed my grand¬ 
mother. 

"Let me reach him," she pleaded. "Let me have 
a word with him." 

My grandfather held his club upraised and 
stood with one foot forward like the muzhik with 
the spear in the painting "The Bear Hunt." When 
my grandmother rushed over to him, he silently 
pushed her away with his foot and his elbow. All 
four of them stood in menacing poses of expecta¬ 
tion, a lamp hanging on the wall above them light¬ 
ed their faces with its fitful flame. I stood watching 

from the attic stairs, anxious to take my grand- 
mother away. 

My uncle kept furiously beating the door The 

lower hinge was already broken and scraped 

unpleasantly, leaving the door hanging by only the 

upper hinge, which also threatened to give way 

Grandfather spoke to his supporters in the same 
sort of scraping voice: 
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'"Beat him over the hands and the legs, but not 
on the head, mind/^ 

Next to the door was a little window, just large 
enough to stick a head through; my uncle had 
already broken the glass of this window, leaving it 
to gape darkly, fringed with splintered glass, like 
an empty eye socket. 

My grandmother ran to the window, thrust her 
arm through, and waved to Mikhail as she cried: 

*‘Misha, for Christ's sake, go away! They 11 

cripple you for life! Go away!^^ 

He struck her over the arm wi th h is c lub; 1 
could see something heavy flash across the window 
and fall on her arm, after which my grandmother 
sank to the floor, just managing to cry once more, 
"Run, Misha. . before she became liiTip and 

silent. 

"Ah,— mother!"" wailed my grandfather in a 
dreadful voice. 

The door opened, my uncle jumped through the 
black opening, but was immediately thrown out 
onto the porch like a spadeful of dirt. 

The wife of the saloon-keeper took my grand¬ 
mother to grandfather ^s room; he soon followed. 

‘Ts the bone broken?"" he asked unliappily, go¬ 
ing over to her. 
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. Look* like it s broken, »be replied without 

openirt^ her eye*. But vthat have y’ou done to 
him—to him/'* 

Come to your teitse*. woman!" cried my grand¬ 
father angrily. ~>X hat do you think I am. a beast/ 
^e tied him up and he'* lying out in the shed. 
1 poured a bucket ol water over him. There'* a fiend 
for you! Where doe* he get it from/" 

gt*ndmother groaned. 

I ve sent for the bonesetter already; try to 

bear it a while," said my grandfather, sitting down 

»»*at to her on the bed. ' They'll be the death of 

yet. mother; bring u* to our grave* before 
our time." 

Civ* them everything." 

And what about V^arvara/" 

They spoke for a long time, grandmother in a 
•luset plaintive voice, grandfather noisily and 

Anjfrily. 

Tim, , hunchb»clicd old woman pul in 

Sho hwl , mouth .Iretching from 

lo ew; h« i.„ irombloj h,, ^ 

^ M- a hd.-., and ho, uppo, lip wa. biaocj 

oli no* b. .««. ih. 

«~w xorcoly move ho, log. and hop. diuffling 
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across the floor with her crutch, jirigling the little 
bundle she carried. 

This, I thought, was Death come to my grand¬ 
mother. I ran over to the old woman and shouted 
at the top of my lungs: 

'"Get out of here!''^ 

grandfather grabbed me up and hauled me 
unceremoniously to the attic. 

Vll 

At a very early date I realized that my grand¬ 
father had one god, my grandmother another. 

On waking in the morning, grandmother would 
usually sit for a long time on the bed combing her 
amazing hair, jerking her head, clenching her teeth 
as she pulled out whole locks of the long black silk, 
and cursing under her breath so as not to wake 

me up: 

‘'A pox on you, a plague on you, damn 

I 

you! 

When she had managed to untangle it more or 
less, she would braid it and wash herself hurriedly, 
with angry spluttering. Without having washed 
the irritation from her large face, all wrinkled 
with sleep, she would kneel in front of the icons. 
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Then would begin her true morning ablutions 
■^Aiiicli leFl }ier coni p» etely refreshed. 

Straightening her spine and throwing back her 
head she would glance aflect lonatel y into the rv>und 
face oT the Virgin of fvazan and cross her¬ 
self* fervently as she whispered; 

Blessed Virgin, pour thy blessings on the coin¬ 
ing day 

Then the would bow to the very floor, raise her- 

telf ilowly. and again whisper witJi growing fer¬ 
vour : 

Fount of all joy, beauty inexpressible, like an 
apple tree in full bloom 

Almost every morning she found new words of 
praise and adoration, and this made me listen to 
eacJi of her prayers with strained attention. 

Dear heart, so pure, so divine! Light of rny 
iOuL guardian of my hearth, sun of heaven, so 
bright , so golden, precious mother of God, save us 
from the onrushings of evil, save us all from need¬ 
les* abuse, and me from being offended without 
cause. , . 


A •mile hovered in the depths of her dark eyes, 
and she seemed to have become younger as she 

again crossed herself with a slow movement of her 

«<*vy band. 


''Dear Jesus, son of God, be merciful to me, < 
sinner, for thine own mother's sake. . . 

Her prayers were always a laudatory offering 
a pcan of praise coming from a simpfle and 
sincere heart. 

In the morning she did not linger long over hej 
prayers; it was necessary to put up the samovar, 
since my grandfather no longer kept a servant, and 
if she made him wait for his morning tea, she was 
rewarded by violent and endless reproaches. 

Sometimes, if he had awakened earlier th an m) 
grandmother, he would climb up to the attic and 
find her at her prayers. He would stand listening 
silently, with a contemptuous smile at the corners 
of his thin, dark lips, remarking later at the break¬ 
fast table: 

"How many times have I taught you how to 
pray, you thickhead, but on you go, in your stub¬ 
born way, muttering along like a heretic! How 
God ever puts up with it is more than I can under¬ 
stand I 

"He understands,**^ answered my grandmother 
confidently. "No matter what you say to Him, 
He's sure to understand.**^ 

"Crazy as a Chuvash, that's what you are! 

Phooh!^^ 
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Her God was with her all day long. She even 

told the animals about Him. I could see that it was 

easy for all creatures—people, dogs, birds, bees. 

and even growing things—to submit to that 

God. He was equally kind and ecjually dear to 
everything on earth. 

One day the mischievous tomcat belonging to 
the saloon-keeper s wife—a lovely grey, golden¬ 
headed beast which was a favourite in the yard in 
spite of the fact that it was a toady and a sly 
glutton— caught a starling. My grandmother took 

the tortured bird away from the cat and said an- 
grily: 

No fear of God in your heart, that's what's the 
trouble with you, you horrid beasty!" 

The janitor and the saloon-keeper s wife laughed 

at my grandmother for these words, but she shouted 
at them angrily: 

You think the animals have no knowledge of 

od? The least of them knows Him as well as you, 
you hardhearted creatures! 

While harnessing the fat, listless Sharap, she 
would murmur: 

"Why so unhappy, servant of GodP Gettinn old 
I guess. ..." ^ ■ 

The horse would sigh and shake its head. 


II* 
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Yet she did not utter the name of God as often 
as did iTiy grandfather. I could understand my 
grandmother’s God and was not afraid of Him, yet 
I dared not lie in H is presence. That wou Id h ave 
been shameful. Because of this shame, I never lied 
to my grandmother. It was quite impossible to hide 
anything from so kind a God, and so far as I can 
remember, I never had any inclination to do so. 

o ae day the saloon-keeper’s wife had a quarrel 
wi th my grandfather, and included my innocent 
grandmother in her vituperations, even throwing 
a carrot at her. 

'^And it’s a fool you are, my fine lady!"*^ retorted 
grandmother calmly. But I was deeply offended 
for grandmother’s sake and decided to take re¬ 
venge. 

For some time I considered what would be the 
best way to injure this fat, redheaded woman with 
the double chin and no eyes to speak of. 

In the internecine wars waged by our neigh¬ 
bours, I had observed that vengeance was wreaked 
by chopping oIF the tails of cats, poisoning dogs, 
killing chickens, or by stealing into the enemy s 
cellar at night and pouring kerosene into barrels 
of sauerkraut or pickles, or pulling the stoppers out 
of kegs of kvass. But none of these means satisfied 
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me. It was necessary to think up something more 
bold and terribhe. 

And so I decided on the following measure: 
when the saloon-keeper’s wife climbed down into 
the cellar, I closed the hatch after her, locked it, 
did a dance of vengeance on top, and threw the 
key up on the roof Then I rushed into the kitchen 
where my grandmother was cooking. At first she 
could not understand my ecstasy, but when she 
d.scovered .ts cause, she slapped me on the parts 

‘ puipose, araggecl me out into the 

yard, and sent me up on the roof for the key. Crushed 
by her reaction, I silently procured the key and 
then ran into a corner of the yard, from where 1 
watched my grandmother free the prisoner, and 
then come walking toward me in the company 

laughing amiably. 

, S'yet!" threatened the saloon- 

eejjer s wife, shaking her fat fist at me, but her 
eye ess face was smiling good-naturedly. My grand- 

mot er took me by the scruff of the neck and led 
Hfie into the kitchen. 

asked. 

Uidn t she throw a carrot at you^" 

AK a I Q * 

F'll u ° account you did it, eh? 

S ow you, you little whipper-snapper! I'll 
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shove you under the stove with the mice, and then 
you’ll get some sense in you! A fine champion you 
make! Come, everybody, and take a look at t iis 

little bubble betore it bursts! It I tell your 
father, won’t he take the skin olF your behind for 
you though! Get up into the attic now and have a 

look at those books of yours! 

She did not speak to me for the rest of the day, 

but in the evening before saying her prayers, s e 
down on the .de of my bed and said these un. 

forgettable words. t * • 

"Listen, pigeon-widgeon, just remen^er tris. 

never butt into the affairs of grownups. Grownups 

are a spoiled lot—tried by toils and temptations. 

But you're not—not yet. So you just go on living 

according to your child lights, until the 
fit to touch your heart and show you your task, leac - 
inn you out onto the path you must trod. Is that 
clear? As for who’s to blame tor what taat s 
none of your business. God will judge and punish. 

That's for Him, not for us." 

She was silent for a minute, during which she 

■ 17 * ....cel ilai'.ii she narro^ved her rig*^ 

took some snulF, and then sue nai 

eve and added: ^ *^l| 

"Sometimes the Lord Hissclf is hare pu o 

who’s to blame.” 
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clocsn t J Ic l^no^v cvcrytiniiig? ^ I cisl^ccl 

in surprise. 

^id, she replied Scidly, there ^s lots oF 
things people wouldn't be a-doing. He sits up 
there in heaven, watching us sinners down below, 
and sometimes he breaks into such tears, such 
sobbing! ‘Ah, my people, my people, my own dear 
people! he weeps. ‘How my heart bleeds For you! 

She herselF was weeping, and without bother- 

ing to dry her tears, she went to the icon corner 
to pray. 

From that time on her God became even dearer 
and more comprehensible to me. 

At his lessons my grandFather also taught me 
that God was all-knowing, all-seeing, and ever 
present, a help to man in all his trouble. But 
grandFather did not pray like grandmother. 

BeFore going to the icon corner in the morning, 
he would careFully wash and dress and comb his 
red hair and beard; only aFter adjusting his blouse 
beFore the mirror and tying the black cravat he wore 
mside his vest would he creep stealthily toward the 
icons. He would always come to a halt at one and 
the same knot in-the floor board which resembled 
the eye oF a horse, his arms stiff at his sides like a 
soldier s, After a moment s silence, during which 
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he stood with bowed head, thin and straight, he 
would say impressively: 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and 
of the Holy Ghost!^^ 

It always seemed to me that the room became 
particularly quiet after these words—even the 
flies seemed to buzz with a certain veneration. 

Now his head was th rown back, his eyebrows 
bristling, his golden beard horizontal with the floor. 
He said his prayers in a firm voice, as though recit¬ 
ing a lesson, pronouncing the words emphatically 
and demandingly. 

''Cometh the Judgment Day when no man 
knoweth, to expose the deeds of men, . , 

Beating himself lightly on the chest, he would 
press his request: 

"Against Thee, Thee only, have I sinned. . . . 
Hide Thy face from my sins. . . 

Every word was stressed as he recited the 
"Creed,and he beat time by jerking his right leg. 
He stood there neat and clean and commanding, 
drawing his whole body toward the icons, seeming 
to grow taller and thinner and harder. 

'"Thou, who hast borne the Great Healer, 
cleanse my heart of all evil; hark to the groaning 
pf my soul and have mercy, Oh Mother pfGod! 


Tlien he would wail thinly, the tears gleaming 
in his green eyes: 

Let my faith be accounted for works, oh my 

God, and lay not a burden beyond my strenpth to 
bear. ..." 

He crossed himself again and again, quickly and 

convulsively, nodding his head like a butting 

goat and speaking in a wheezing, whimpering 

voice. When in later life I had occasion to visit a 

synagogue, I realized that my grandfather prayed 
like a Jew. 

The samovar had long since been steaming on 

the table, the room was filled with the scent of hot 

rye cakes stuffed with cottage cheese, and my 

stomach was roaring with hunger. My grandmother 

stood leaning against the doorjamb, sighing and 

frowning, with her eyes fastened on the floor; the 

sun glanced merrily through the window, the dew 

shone like pearls on the trees, the morning air bore 

the fresh scent of dill, currants, and ripening 

apples, but my grandfather still continued to 
rock, ancl wail at his prayers* 

"Quench the fire of my passion, for I be base 
and accursed!^'* 

I knew all his matins and all his vespers by 
heart, and would follow him with intense concentra- 
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tion to see whether he made a mistake or left out 
anything. 

Such occasions were rare, but they always routed 
in me a malicious sense of triumph. 

When my grandfather had finished his prayers, 
he turned to me and my grandmother and 

said: 

tt j • 

(jood morning. 

We bowed, and at long last took our places at 
the table. 

'"You left out 'sufficient,''"^ I sa id, turning to my 
grandfather. 

"Sure you're not lying?"'"" he asked sceptically. 

''No. You should have said, 'And may my faith 
be sufficient unto my need, but you left out 
.'sufficient. 

"Humph!^^ he exclaimed, blinking guiltily. 

Some day he would repay me with interest for 
that remark, but for the present I took my fill of 
pleasure in his embarrassment. 

One day my grandmother said jokingly: 

"Must be boring for Cod to listen to your 
prayers, father—always saying one and the same 

thing. 

"Wha-a-t?""^ he drawled menacingly. "What s 
that you're gibbering?*'^ 
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It s n^ver a word trom your own soul you olfer 
r Maker, that's what I'm saying/’ 


cr 1 1 
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Trenibling and flushing, he jumped up on a 
chair and threw a saucer at my grandmother. 

'Get out of here, you old witch!" he screeched 

liKc j S3W on gl^ss 

wncnover he spoke about the strong arm of 
G«d, he emphasiieJ its ruthlessncss; once, for 
e<am|>Je, when people sinned they were drowned in 
a floodjs»anothcr time their cities were burned and 
destroyed; people were punished by fantine and 
plague For hiin. Cod. was a raised sword, a lash 
keld Over the heads oF the wicked. 

"Any as violates the laws of God are sure to 
v.ome to some bad end* " he warned me, tapping 
the table with his bony fingers. 

It was difficult for me to believe in die cruelness 

I suspicious that grandfather had in- 
vented this in order to make me afraid of himself, 

ilMl:" of God. 

» l» It to make me obey you that youu*iclI me 

I cancdicll y« 

course, he replied with equal ^andour/i 
thing it, .would be if you didn'i 
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^^Don^t you listen to that old fool,^^ he sa id 
sternly. “She's been that way all her life—crazy 
and unlearned. I’ll let her know she’s not to talk 
to you about such important things. Now answer 
me th is: how many ranks are there among the 

angel 

I answered and then asked; 

''What does it mean, 'A person of high rank? 

"Have to know everything, don't you?''*' he 
snorted, dropping his eyes and chewing his lips. 
On second thought he explained reluctantly: 

"Xhat's got nothing to do with God, that s 
human -business—people of high rank—govern¬ 
ment ofhcials and the like. An official is one as lives 
off the law—chews it up and swallows it down. 

"What's the law?" 

"The law? That's, so to speak, what people take 
on as their habit," answered the old man, his 
sharp, clever eyes twinkling with relish. People 
live together and come to an agreement among 
themselves: that, for example, is the best way 
to do something or other, so they take it on as 
a habit, make it a rule, or a law, as they call it. 
Like when the boys get together to play a game 
and decide among themselves how they 11 pl^y* 

What they decide on is the law, 


t72 






“And the officials?" 

who come and break 


"Why?" 

"r‘ ^ understand," he 

sa.d wuh a frown. "The Lord stands over all the 

affia.rs of men. They want one thin.; He warn! 
onriiuIe^°*^"'K^/“'^^ iiuman affairs, just 

gets scatter^ to thT wmd 

-P, •= wma iiKe so much dust " 

in ffi ^ interested 

o cials, so I kept pressing my point; 

ere s that song Uncle Yakov sinos"- 

fc> 

TAe holy angels—servants of God, 

i tie state official c/^ a 

jnciais - slaves of Satan\ 

My grandfather closed his eyes lifted ff k a 

“Have to put you and Yakov in a sack and .k 

y-u i„ the river," he said. "He has to h 

«nging such songs and you have no bu''"'” 
Jistenin^ to them business 

senters and heretics a b 

Heretics—a bad sort of joke." He 
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looked past me in a moment's meditation, then 
added wi th a sigh, '‘Phooh! What people!^'’ 

While in his conception God stood high and 
menacing above the alFairs of men, he, like my 
grand mo th cr. considered that the Lord had a hand 

O ^ 

in all his business—He and an endless number of 
saints. The only saints my grandmother seemed to 
recognize were Nikol ai, Yuri, Frol and Lavr, who 
were kind and good, spending their time wandering 
from village to village, from tovv''n to town, helping 
people and sharing all their human qualities. 
Almost all of my grandfather's saints, on the other 
hand, were martyrs who had torn down idols 
and pitted themselves against the Caesars, as a 
result of which they had been tortured, buined 
at the stake and skinned alive. 

Sometimes my grandfather would say wist¬ 


fully: 

'Tf only the Lord would help me sell this house 
for a profit of even five hundred rubles, 1 d hold a 
service for Nikolai-the-Martyr!'''* 

IVIy grandmother would laugh and say to me. 
''The old fool! Like as if Nikolai had nothing 

better to do than sell houses for him! 

For many years I kept my grandfather s church 
calendar with various remarks written in his hand. 
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OppoMtc ,i,c loc],;m a„J Anna l,e had 

laicribed in red ink: 

iavej by their merey from great misfortune 
I remember .Iiat that misfortune .as. In his 

be^mi t" r ^] sons he ItaJ secretly 

v.h.e nioney. taking various articles of 

n.eht tl reported this, and one 

tiie police came to search our house. There 

Pdv 'mJ 7"TT' ended hap- 

e.,Jar Wrote .ho« tvorJs on the oa|. 

ermar ni my presence. 

li-foro >„pp„ he had me read the Psalter the 
praver hook oriK.k . ^ alter, the 

After L of Yefrem Sirin 

• Mipper he once more began to nrav at' 

...... >.leneeh,sn,o„otonous words of repent 

•inse I repent- 

•t IS Thine to give, and Thine to take 

not into t.rrs . King.... Lead us 

" •eked. r us from the 

Oft w fears absolve me of sin " 

grandmother would say; 

^ . OOW f ^ If f 

<• b-d W.thout tayine m ' ‘8<>i"g 

>» vesper., on Sunday, to U.e 
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church 1 could tell which God people prayed to: 
the priest and the deacon prayed to grandfather's 
God, but the choir always sang to grandmother's. 

To be sure, I have given a crude picture of the 
childish distinction I drew between the two Gods, 
a distinction vl^hich I remember having caused me 
much spiritual conflict. 1 feared and disliked 
grandfather's who lovad no one and ^ kept 

a stern eye on everyone. He was primarily inter¬ 
ested in unearthingX something wicked and vi¬ 
cious in man. It was clear that he did not trust 
people, was ever waiting for them to repent, and 
took pleasure in meting out punishment. 

During those days my mind dwelled primarily 
on God, the only beauty 1 found in life. All other 
impressions repulsed and saddened me with their 
filth and cruelty. God—my grandmother’s God, 
friend to all living things—was the brightest 
and best of all that surrounded me. And naturally 
I could not understand why grandfather was blind 
to God^s goodness. 

1 was not allowed to pHy out in the street 
because this excited me too much. I became almost 
drunk from the impressions gained from playing 
there and was often the instigator of some fight or 
disorder. I made no friends; the neighbours chil- 
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Jren were hostile toward me. I hated to be called 

a Kashirin, and knowing this, they insisted on 
shouting the name to each other. 

Here comes the grandson of Kashirin, the 
miser! Take a look I" 


• ^ 

Knock him down! 


JJ 



And the fight would begin. 

*■■■<>"§ for my age and a 
g o guer. Even my enemies admitted this and 
never attacked me singlehanded. So I always took 

whh° "'* ond returned home 

a bloody nose, cut lips, and torn clothes. 

Grandmother would meet me with fright and 
commiseration. ® 

I'M L Been fighting again, you little brat? 
11 show you all right! Where'll I begin?" 

She would wash my face and put a coin or 
some herbs or a ^ or 

while: ^ »njaries, saying the 

su^h’'^;::. t ::T ■" 

yon get lut in the streeT'V I.* 

gnanLther ToftViryoIltr”'' 
bruises**bt!t'he noticed the bumps and 

•imply' mutterrnT' 
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*^Got on your medals again! Such a brave war¬ 
rior! But don't let me catch you out in the street 


again, 


hear?^^ 


I had no desire to go out in the street when 
everything was quiet there, but when I heard the 
merry voices of the children I would forget my 
grandfather's warning and run out of the yard. I 
did not mind the bumps and bruises, but I cou Id 
never get used to the brutality of the boys’ fun , a 
brutality with which I had become only too familiar 
and which nearly drove me mad. I could not bear 
to see them set cocks and dogs fighting each other, 
torture cats, chase the goats belonging to Jews, 
tease drunken beggars and the pious Igosha, 
Death- in-the- Pocket. 


The latter was a tall, lean, grimy person with a 
bristling beard on his bony face. His stooped figure 
in a long sheepskin coat swayed strangely as he 
moved down the street, his eyes fixed on the ground. 
His dark face with its sad little eyes inspired 
me with awe and respect. It seemed to me that 
this person must be engaged in some very solemn 
task which was not to be interrupted. 

But the boys ran after him and threw stones at 
his hunched back. For some time he would pay 
attention to them, as if he did not feel the blows, but 
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• II of • ludJrn he would »top, tlirow back his head 
*ik 1 look axouiKl. adjuMin^^ his d^ag^^y cap with a 
convuU.vc moveme.it as ,f just aroused from sleep 

“ * rk_I I . . _ » ’ 


, v\here 
see that 


li?osha. Death.in-the-Pocket! Igosha, where 

you bound/ just look m your pocket—see that 
death ihefe/" cried the boys. 

Grabbing hold of his pocket, he would bend 
over p.ckup » stone or a lump of earth and wave 
».s long arm clumsily, cursing under his breath 
He always used the same three swear words— 

'y* vocabulary was incomparably richer, 
etimes he wv>uld run limping after them; his 
coat would get in hi, way and he would fall 
b«« knees, supporting himself with grimy 
^ms tiat looked like two dry sticks. Then the 
yi would pelt him with stones, while the bolder 

on his head and dodge away, 
to "»ost painful sight the street had 

Q ^ r** ^ former master-workman 

Iv^vich. He had gone completely blind 

V ; ^^ough L 4 

»«lcnt and comely, he was led 
»>y • grey lit tie old woman who w onld .» ^ 

* «iueaky little voice: 

'h *ove of Christ. . . 

j.feC'l ■■ ■ ... . 


^ ^ 11 f ■ 
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Grigori Ivanovich would say nothing. His black 
glasses looked strai gilt into tKc Weill of tile House 
or tlic window or tlie face of anyone he met; his 
dye saturated liand would quietly stroke his broad 
beard, but his lips were always tightly closed. I 
often saw him, but never did 1 hear a sound from 
those tight lips, and this silence oppressed me more 
than anything else. I never went up to him—I 
could not make myself do this—but whenever 

1 saw him I would run Iiome and say to my grand- 
mo th er: 

‘'Grigori is coming! 

'Ah! she woidd exclaim with pained agitation. 

Here, run and give him thisK^ 

I rudely refused. Then she herself would go out 
the gate and stand talking to him for a long time. 
He wou Id 1 augh and shake his beard, but say 
sc a rcc 1 y a wo r d. 

Sometimes grandmother •would bring him into 
the kitchen and feed him. Once he asked where 
I was. Grandmother called me, but I ran away 
and hid in the wood pile. I could not meet him. 

I felt 1 lorribly ashamed in his presence, and 1 
knew that my grandmother felt the same. Only 
once did she and I speak about Grigori: when 
she had seen him out the gate, she came walking 
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feet or touch the ground, but sailed like a storm 
cloud, shrilling her lewd songs. The people on 
th e street fled before her, hiding in stores, around 
corners, behind fences. She swept the street clean. 
Her fac e was bi ue and bloated like a balloon; 
her bulging grey eyes rolled frighteningly. Some¬ 
times she wou Id wail: 

"'Where are my children, my children?^'" 

I asked my grandmother what that meant. 

“It"s not for you to know/^ she said at first, 
but then she exp 1 airbed in a few words: it seems 
the woman^s husband had once been an official 
named Voronov. In order to be promoted to higher 
rank, he had sold his wife to his chief, who took 
her away, for two years. When she returned, her 
children—a boy and a girl—were dead, her 
husband had gambled away public funds and was 
in jail. In her grief she began to drink and lead 
a profligate life. Now the police took her off the 
streets every Sunday. 

There was no doubt about it—^home was bet¬ 
ter than on the streets. It was particularly pleas¬ 
ant during the hours after dinner when grandfa¬ 
ther went to visit Uncle Yakov and grandmother 
would sit at the window telling me stories and 
reminiscences of my father. 
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^ She had clipped the broken wing of the starling 
rcs>.uc rom the cat and cleverly attached a lit 
tie stick to the stump of the bird's leg. Now that 
•t \vas well, my grandmother tried to teach it 
to talk. For a whole hour she would stand before 
the cage on the window sill-and keep repeating 
ic uords she wanted to teach the bird. ^ 

Come now, say; birdy wants some porridgel^^ 
The bird would cock its round eye at her like 
t^e proverbial humourist, knock its wooden leg 

whistle lilc„ . * ' ‘ts neck and 

bu. TV V T°7 ' " like . doV 

"Enou b“ T ''^'■‘’‘‘“"■"8 human sound!,' 

»ome porridge!""'"'' h-dy wants 

•bine faintV^""''*ur''”'*'''' screech some- 

she ,!„„M grandmother's words, 

porridge from her finge? " 

-he ‘^ou'u'ma'Ie Vo“" 

want to!" -oy anything if you 

And she actually taught it to soeak- aft 

clearly, and on 




seeing my grandmother would cry something which 

sounded extremely like Hello! 

At first the bird hung in my grandfather s room, 
but soon he outlawed it to our attic, because 
it began to imitate him; my grandfather enun- 
ciatecl his prayers very distinctly, and the star¬ 
ling would poke its yellow beak through the bars 

of the cage and say: 

“True, true, oo, oo, tru-u-ue, oh, too true. 
This offended my grandfather. One day he in¬ 
terrupted his prayers, stamped his foot and crie 

angrily: r i . 11 ■ i 

“Take that devil out of here before I kill it. 

There was much that was interesting and much 

that was amusing in our house, but sometimes 

I was overwhelmed by a vast longing. It was as 

though a great burden were weighing me down, 

and 1 ^^'cnt^on living at the bottom of an inky pit 

bereft of sight and hearing and feeling m 

and only KalF alivt. 


Vill 


randfatlicr sold our 
-keeper and bought another 
one, on Kanatnaya Street. This street was clean 


Quite unexpectedly my g 
house to the saloon 
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and quiet, unpaved and overgrown with grass. It 
led directly out into the fields and was lined wi th 
little, brightly-painted houses. 

The new house was more pleasant and cheer¬ 
ful than the o Id one. The facade was painted a 


dark, warm red, against the background of which 
the blue shutters of the three downstairs windows 
and the lattice-work shutter of the attic window 
stood out vividly. The left side of the roof was 
fretted by the branches of elms and limes. There 
were many enticing corners in the yard and gar¬ 
den, which seemed to have been especially de¬ 
signed for playing hide-and-seek. The garden was 
delightful—not very large, but charmingly 


overgrown with shrubbery. In one corner stood 
the bath-house, small and neat as a toy. In an¬ 
other corner was a wide, shallow pit overgrown 
with weeds, from which protru4ed the charred re¬ 


mains of a former bath house. On the left the gar¬ 
den was bounded by stables belonging to Colonel 
Ovsyannikov; on the right by outhouses belong- 
ing to the Betlengs. The extreme end joined the 
property of the dairy woman Petrovna, a fat, red¬ 
faced, noisy creature who resembled a large bell. 
Her little house, dark and rickety, had settled 
^^^^^t’tably into the earth and become overgrown 
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with moss. Its two windovirs glanced out over 

eJds cut up by deep gullies and banked by the 

ue haze of the distant forest. All day Ion? 

so d^ters drilled on these fields, their bayonets 

flashing like white lightning in the autumn sun 

Our house was filled with people I had never 

seen c ore; the front apartment was occupied by 

a md.tary man, a Tatar by birth, and his round 

1 t e wife who laughed and shouted and played 

a gaily-decorated guitar from morning to night. 

I he song she sang most often in her high, rin^ina 
voice, Wiis tile following.* 

To Love when you despise? 

Oh no! If you are wise, 

Youll seek another girl, 

/ hope you get your priz.e, 

^^\nd t licit she 11 he ci pecirli 
A ve-c-e-ery w^o^o^n-drous pearl! 

Her husband, who was as round as a ball, would 
sit at the window with his blue cheeks blown up 
as he puffed on his pipe, rolling his merry little 
rown eyes and coughing with a strange bark: 

Ar-r-uff! Ar-r-ulF-ulF-uff!" 

Two draymen and a tall, glum Tatar orderly 
named Valei lived in the warm quarters built 




o^cr the ^tore■hoaic and stable. One of the dray- 
nieti Was a little, i:rey man whom they called 
LikIc Pyotr, the other was his deaf and dumb 
nephew Styopa Styopa was sleek and smooth, with 
i face like a brass tray. All these people were new 
to me and presented rich possibilities. 

But the person 1 fouiul most interesting was 
o ir boarder. That s Fine," wlio occupied a room 
n Kt to the kitchen in tJie hack of ilie house. It 
was a long roesm-A nh two windows in it, one look¬ 
ing out onto the garden, the other onto the yard. 

The boarder was tall and bent, with a black, 
partevi beard accentuating the pallor of his face. 

had kind eyes and wore glasses. In general 
he was ,|uiet and unohtrusr.e, and when he was 
told that tea or dinner was ready, he would ah 

WAV’S Aniw<rr 




My grandmother began to call him “That's 

Fine tvhmd hii back, and even to his face. 
Co tell That i Fine' to come have tea. Alc- 
she would say. or "Have some more. That's 



Fine,' you're not eating very much. 

Hu room w'as j ' 

*oil secular books. 

Ewrywhere stood 
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coloured fluids, bits of copper and iron and lumps 
of lead. He \cas always dres.sed in a brown leather 
jacket and grey checked pants, all spotted with 
paint and smelling unpleasantly. From morning 
to night he would stand there smelting lead, sob 
dering copper, weighing something on his tiny 
scales, grunting, burning his fingers, blowing on 
them, stumbling over to diagrams hanging on 
the wall, wiping his glasses and examining the 
diagrams so closely that he almost touched them 
with his chalk-like nose. Sometimes he would 
stand stock-still in the centre of the room or be¬ 
side the window and remain thus for a long time 

with his eyes closed, his head lifted, silent and 
motionless. 

I climbed up onto the root of the shed across 

the yard and observed h.im through the open win¬ 
dow. I could see the blue flame of\he alcohol lamp 
burning on the table and his dark figure bendin 
over It; I could see him write something in a worn 
notebook, his glasses shining coldly, like bits 
of blue ice. The necromancy of this man kept me 

up on the roof for hours, possessed by a torturing 
curiosity. 

Sometimes he would stand framed in the win¬ 
dow, his hands behind his back, staring directly 


cr 
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lagerous or 


at the roof; but he never seemed to see me, and 
tins olfended me. Suddenly lie would jump back 
to Ins table and bend double as he rt.mmaved 
.lervotisly through papers and objects there. 

I miyht have been afraid of him had he been 
rich and well dre.ssed. But he was poor: tlie dirty 
urm led collar of his shirt stuck out of his leather 
jas^et. Jus pani.s were patched and stained the 

feet were much the 
t'o.se for wear. I here seas nothin^- d; 

pa.K-n,,,., about poor people-,l„s I bad learned 
n-ti .be p„y ,ne grandmother sbceed tbe.n and 
> H- contempt wh.cb my grandfather held 

tzK*in. 

Nol.ody in our house liked "That’s Fine 
^very^te spoke of him with r.d.cnle—the jolly 

V V' p'"' called him "Chalk Nose," 

J'o c yotr called him a chemist and wizard 

my Grandfather called him a "pharmacer " 

‘t Jeder in black magic. 

lie (\ r\^ T 1 J 

but sb . ^ ^ "^y grandmother 

but she answered abruptly; 

.r,'- 

His window. ™y courage and went to 
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^ liiit ciie you doing? I asked, scarce akl 


e to 


Hide my excitement. 

staried and gave me a long look over His 
glasses. FHen he held out his burned and scarred 


hand and said: 

“Here, climb in.''^ 

d^he fact that he invited me to enter through 
the window rather than through the door raised 
him considerably in my estimation. He sat down 
on one of the boxes, placed me in front of him, 

moved me first to one side, then to another, and 
finally asked: 


Where did you come from?^'" 

The question was strange enough, inasmuch 

as I sat beside him at the kitchen table four times 
every day. 

I m the grandson here,^^ I answered. 

Ah, yes/'' he said, and relapsed into silence 
as he studied one of his fingers. 

I decided it was necessary to make things more 
clear. 

But I m not a Kashirin—I'm a Peshkov.^'' 

“Peshk he repeated with the wrong stress. 
'That's fine.^^ 

He pushed me aside, got up and went back to 
the table. 
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Well, sit down and don't make any noise." 

I sat there for a long time observing how he 
made filings from a piece of copper which he held 
in pincers. When he had enough, he gathered the 
golden dust into a little heap which he placed in 
a t ic mug, then he took some powder as white as 
salt out of a can, added it to the filings, and 
poured some dark liquid over it. The mixture in 
t e mug egan to hiss and smoke and give off an 
acrid odour that made me cough violently. 

asked the wizard boastfully. 

I es! 

Aha! That's good, brother, that's very good!" 

i^ailed to see any cause for boasting. 

verely.“' ‘ 

his eyes. 

' ^ always true, 

“EUbs?"^^^ ^knucklebones?" 


se- 


t>r other! 


a 


a 


That's right, dibs. 
Sure I do." 
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I d like it." 


“Let's have the knucklebone then. 
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A<^ain he came over to me, holding the smoking 
mug in h is hand. 

" If I fill it up for you. promise you won't come 
back any moret^’ he said, glancing at me out of 


one eye. 

This injured me deeply. 

■Til never come back as it is!” I retorted and 
went into tlie garden. 

There 1 louird grandfather placing manure 
about the roots of the apple trees; it was autumn, 
and the leaves had long since begun to fall. 

"Here, clip the raspberry bushes, said my 
gramlfather, handing me the shears. 

Wliat is That’s Fine’ making?” I asked, 
just a mess,” he answered angrily. Spoiling 
the room; he’s burned the floor already ai^ 
stained the wallpaper, even tore a piece off. 
Have to give him notice. 

^ hat’s right,” I assented as 1 tackled the rasp¬ 
berry bushes. 

but I was in too much of a hurty. 

On rainy evenings, if my grandfathei was out, 

my grandmother would hold parties in the kite \en. 

d invite all the lodgers, including tie 


I / 
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draymen, the adjutant, and even a gay young wom¬ 
an lodger; often the lively Petrovna would come. 


\ 



and always "That's Fine" would be Found in 
the corner by the stove, where he would sit si¬ 
lent and motionless. The deaf-mute Styopa would 

play cards with the Tatar Valei, who would cuff 
him on his broad nose and say: 

Vou old devil, you!^^ 

Uricle Pyotr would bring a huge loaf of white 

bread and a jar of raspberry jam, slice the bread 

spread it thickly with jam, and hold the pieces 

on his outstretched palms as he offered them to 
the guests. 

"Be kind as to help yourselves," he would 
say w.* a low bow. Whenever anyone took a 
p.ece. he would examine his dusky palm and lick 
oir any drops of jam which might be there. 

etrovna brought cherry wine and the gay youne 
lo^er donated nuts and candy. A fJJ Zll! 

form of" 'f ^■■“'‘'"o'Ser's favourite 

rorm of entertainment. 

My grandmother held such a na^t^r .U .1 r 

hat s Fine had offered me a bribe to stay 
away from his room. A dreary autumn • ^ 

fallmg, the wmd was blowing, the trees sighing 

It IT ! **■' *>°>'se. h 

g nd were somehow particular- 


13—659 


193 


ly quiet and well-disposed. My grandmother was 
more lavish with her tales than usual. 

She sat on the edge of the stove bunk with her 
feet resting on the step, and leaned down toward 
the people, her face illuminated by a little tin 
lamp. She always chose a seat up on the stove 

when she was inspired. 

“1 have to talk down from up above; it s easier 


somehow when you talk down, she explained. 

I sat at her feet on a lower step, just above the 
head of “That's Fine. ” Grandmother told the 
charming story of Ivan-the-Warrior and Miron- 
the-Hermit; rhymically flowed the rich, meas¬ 
ured language; 


Once on a time lireJ the evil GorJion, 

Black 

Hating of truth, stintitig of ruth, 

L/iviu^ a mole tti an et'tl holt. 

Of all whom he hated, this Gordiotx, 
Afiron-the-Hcrmit he most abhorred, 

Miron, who peace and love adored, 

Of blessed truih a champton. 

Mow summoned this Gordion, Captain-of-Wat, 
His warrior hold dubbed Ivdnushktt• 

Get thee hence to old ^/dtrdtt, 
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Slaughter the ancient, the haughty one, 

Strike off his head, he not afeared, 

Lift it aloft by its hoary heard, 

And bring it me, a feast for my hounds. 

Forth went Ivan, obedient 
Forth to the bitterly ruing'. 

Flot of mine own, of another’s will 
Do I this deed, decreed of God.” 

Under the floor he hid his sword. 

Came to the hermit, courteous bowing, 
Greetings, oh ancient, how farest thou? 

Many the blessings shed by the Lord?” 

Smiled the knowing one, Miron the ancient 

Spake in his wisdom to Ivan-the-bold: 

“Why thou deceivest I know not, in sooth, 
or Jesus our Saviour is wit to all things. 
Goodness and evil both dwell in His hand, 

And surely He knoweth thine evil intent ” 

Shame filled the heart of Ivdnushka: 

Feared he the vengeance of Gordion. 
natched he his sword from its leathern sheath 

3 
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B.'IJly 1'i‘rntshc.^ the hancjnl hiaJe. 

f,,^n ,reulJ 1 spjrc thcc the si^ht oj this. 

Keep thee in I'ltss/nl unkne,ringness, 

E> ih^ii lust seen — en thv knees, cut nun. 

Prny the List time te the Feuntain Hem . 

Pray for all men. an J for me and thyselj. 

Then shall I seier thy hoary head! 

Denm on his knees sank die aneient 
There on his knees 'neath a sapling 
Orel- him bended the branches green. 

S'ljt spake die ancient, smiling tie 
Consider, Iran: long shalt thou uu 

Endless the prayer for the souls of all 
Better hare done irith my hfe undelaying. 
Make dioti an ending and hasten away. 


oaki 



tvhilv f 

T7je, 
nicn 


Here 

Here 

Pray 


Iran frowned at him wrathfuUy. 
he did answer him boastfully: 
As decreed, thus shall it be! 


u 


hile I trait for you, eren an 


age ! 


.he, .he he,„„. ..II f 

Pe.yeJ he f.e.n f 

PreyeJfre... ll“ 

PrayeJ fre... .he .. . s.,<..gh. .h,. g 
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Year followed year, and still the good hermit 
Kneeled ^neaih the oah, now grown to the sky, 

*Kpund him a forest up-sprang from the acorns, 
Still his petition ascended on high. 

Thus to this day, there in the forest, 
Pleadeth untiring the hermit ATiron, 

Asking God's help for all of the people, 
Beseeching the Virgin to smile upon men. 

ITear him reclineth Ivan-the-W^arrior, 

Svord and its sheathing rotted to dust, 

Chain mail and armour eaten by rust, 

All of his garments gone to decay. 

Consumed by the heat—^yet unconsumed^ 
Devoured by pests—yet undevoured. 

Shunned by the wolves, shunned by the bears. 
Spared by blizz.ards, spared by the frost. 
Powerless he to move from that place, 

To lift a hand, or even to stand. 

And this, .1 wist, be a punishment, 

That he hearkened so to such evilness. 

That he bent his will to another's will. 
Still the prayers of the ancient one 
Flow up to God for us sinning ones, 

Flow like a stream to the ocean-sea. 

age dfe 3}; 
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At the very beginning of the tale I noticed, that 
for some reason “That’s Fine" ^^•as greatly agitat¬ 
ed: he kept making strange convulsive movements 
with his hands, taking oli" and putting on his 
glasses, waving them in rhythm to the verse, nod¬ 
ding his head, pressing his fingers against his eyes, 
and wiping the sweat pouring off his forehead and 
cheeks. If anyone movcil or coughed or scraped his 
feet across the Hoor, he would whisper impatiently: 

“ Sh! ” 

When grandmother had finished, he jumped up 
noisily with a waving of his arms, and began to 
walk about in circles, muttering: 

"That’s a wonderful thing! It must be written 
down by all means! How very true it is. . . . 

Now 1 could plainly see that he was crying: 
his eyes were filled with tears that flowed over 
and streamed down his cheeks. This was strange 
and very touching. He ran about the kitchen in 
funny little hops, trying to put on his glasses, 
but unable to hook them behind his ears. Uncle 
Pyotr let out a laugh, but everyone else was si¬ 
lent with embarrassment. 

"Well, go ahead and write it down," said grand¬ 
mother hurriedly. "No sin in that. 1 know lots ol 

others like it. 
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Oh. fio? juil tins one It i> NO very — Rus- 

jiAU,** cried the boarder excilevllv Siiddenlv lu* 

^ame to a halt m the fm«.ldie ol the kitchen and 

IxgAn to speak in a loud voice, wavin^;^ his right 

hafvl and holding lus glas^e^ in hi'^ trembling left 

ow He spoke heatedly and at length, emplia- 

his seofd> bv raising his voice and stamping 
his foot. 

It s wrong to let someone ebe act as vour con- 
i^tence!* h« rrpciteJ over and over again. 

All ol a »uiid<rn hi» voiic brokr off, and with a 
glance at the faces around him lie stoic away, 
quietly and guiltily, with hanging head. People 

and glanced at each other uneasily. 
My grandmother retired into tlie shadows of 
the hunk and gave a deep sigh. 

"What * wrong with him,’ Mad about some- 

thing, asked Petrovna, passing ber hand ovet 
her thick red lips. 

No.'replied Uncle Pyotr. That's justhis way." 
Grandmother clunked dov>-n oif the stove and 
«o jmt up the samovar. 

The gentles are all like that—capricious!" 
•*ldcd Uncle Pyotr calmlv. 

That s what comes of being a bachelor." put 

«» Vales. 
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Everyone lauglied, and Uncle Pyotr said: 

“See him cry? Hard to come down to herring 
when yon re used to sturgeon 

It became dull in the kitchen; a sad dreariness 
pricked at my heart. “That's Fine^^ had greatly 
surprised me, and I pitied him. I could not get 
the memory of his brimming eyes out of my mind. 

He spent t li e night away from home, returning 
after dinner the next day. He seemed chastened 
and embarrassed and was badly rumpled. 

“I made a scene yesterday/^ he said to my 
grandmother with the guilty manner of a little 
boy. “Arc you angry? 

“Why should I be?“ 

‘For having me say like that.^'’ 

“You didn't hurt anybody. 

I felt that grandmother was afraid of him. She 
did not look at him and spoke too softly to be 
natural. 

He went over to her and said with utter sim¬ 
plicity: 

“You see I am terribly alone. I have no one in 
th c world. And when a person’s forever silent like 
th at, there comes a moment when all th at's going 
on in his soul has to break loose. The n he's ready 
to speak to even the rocks and the trees. . . 


Why don't you get married?" asked grand¬ 
mother, moving away from him. 

Ah! he cried, with a wave of his hand, and 
went out frowning. 

My grandmother watched him leave, then took 
a pinch of snufi" and turned to me; 

"Don't you go hanging around him," she said 

sullenly. "No telling what he's like." 

But again I was drawn to him. 

I had noticed the change which came over his 
ace as he said, "I am terribly alone." There 

was something comprehensible to me in those 

words which touched my heart, and I went to 
seek him. 


I glanced through the window of his room— 
It was empty, and cluttered with strange and use- 
ess things—as strange and useless as their own- 
er went into the garden and found him in the 
pit. Slotting all hunched over on a charred beam 
IS elbows on his knees and his hands locked be' 

and ** r was covered with dirt 

nett I the 

ettles and wormwood and burdock. It was ob- 

zt to sit th^:, 
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For some time he sat staring past me with the 
unseeing eyes of an owl, but suddenly he asked 
with a touch of annoyance: 

^'Come for me?^^ 

"No." 

"Then what?" 

"Nothing special." 

He took off his glasses and wiped them with a 
handkerchief stained black and red. 

"Well, climb do wn/^ 

When I had taken my place next to him, he 
gave me a tight hug. 

Sit here. Wedl just sit and say nothing, all 
right? Like this. . . , Vou a stubborn fellow?**^ 

"Yes.^^ 

“That's fine/^ 

W^e sat there without speaking For a long time. 
It was a shy, quiet evening, one of those melancho¬ 
ly evenings of Indian summer when the flowering 
fades and withers before your very eyes; when the 
earth has exhausted the lush smells of summer 
and exudes only the chill odour of dampness; 
when the air is strangely transparent, and the 
daws plunge in the rosy sky, giving rise to oppres¬ 
sive thoughts. Everything was hushed and mute, 
so that the slightest sound—the rustle of a bird's 
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wing, the falling of a leaf—was so resounding as 
to cause one to start up and glance about, only 
to relapse once more into the engulfing silenCe. 

Such moments give rise to thouglits which are 
particularly pure, but fragile and transparent as 
a spider s web, defying capture in words. They 
flash and fade like falling stars, searing the soul 
with sadness, or fondling it, disturbing it, causing 
it to seethe and crystallize into permanent con¬ 
tours. At such moments character is moulded. 

against the warm body of my com¬ 
panion, I glanced with him through the black 
filigree of apple boughs and saw the linnets an- 
ing in the flushed sky, saw the goldfinches pecking 
at the dry turnip tops in search of spicy seeds, 
saw the ragged grey clouds with lurid borders 
strain across the fields, while beneath them the 
crows headed for their nests in the churchyard. 

All of it was good, and comprehensible to an un¬ 
wonted degree. 

Sometimes my companion would utter a deep 
sigh and remark: 

Fine, isn t it, brother? Humph! But isnT it 
damp? Aren't you cold?" 

When the sky had darkened and everything 
merged in nightfall, he said; 
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Well, guess that s enough. Come on 

stopped tehen we reached ,l,c garden'gate, 
is-it grandmotlier of yours is a wonderful 
u'oman. he sa.d. "Ah, what a world!" 

Then he closed his eyes and smiled, and repeat¬ 
ed very softly and distinctly; 

Anc/ t/us, I irist, he a piinishmetu, 

That he hearkened sc to such cnlness, 

That he hent his trill to another’s will. 

"Remember that, brother!" he admonished, 
pushing me ahead. "Can you writei* 

"No." 

"Learn. And once you learn, put down what 

your grandmother recites—that^ * 

^ iuar s very impor¬ 
tant. ^ 

We became friends after that. From that day on 
used to visit "That's Fine" whenever I wished, 
would sit on a box filled with rags and watch him 
unmolested while he smelted lead or heated cop¬ 
per; when It was molten, he would forge plates 
on a little anvil with a fancy handle, and work 
on them with a lasp, sandpaper, and various files, 
one of which was as fine as a hair. He would weigh 
everything on a delicate copper scale. He would 
mix vai ions licjuids in thick white porcelain ves- 
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sds, Hlling tKc room wxtK acrid smok,c. fdo would 
frown as he looked into a thick book, muttering 
and biting his red lips, or sighing gently: 

Ah, rose of Sharon. . . . 

"What are you making?" 

"A certain thing, brother. ..." 

"WTiat thing?" 

"Now you see, I wouldn't know how to explain 
so that you would understand. ..." 

Grandfather says you re probably making 
counterfeit money." 

"Grandfather? Hm. That’s all nonsense. Mon¬ 
ey brother, is not worth bothering about." 

"Now, can you buy bread without it?" 

That s right, can't buy bread without it." 
"See? Or meat. ..." 

"Or meat either." 

He laughed in a quiet way I found delightful, 

and rubbed me behind the ear as if I were a kit¬ 
ten. 

"Can't get the better of you, brother," he said. 

XQU push me into a corner every time. So let's 
not talk any more/'' 

Sometimes he would stop working and come sit 
own beside me at the window, where we would 
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watch the apple trees shedding their leaves or 
the rain on the roof and in the yard, all overgrown 
\Mth weeds. That s fine'’"’ was sparing of words, 
but what he said always seemed to be to the point. 
Most often he would draw my attention to some¬ 
thing he wanted me to notice by nudging me and 
indicating the object with a wink and a glance. 

I could see nothing remarkable about our yard, 

but from those nudges and his occasional words 

everything I saw assumed particular significance 

and became engraved on my memory. A cat went 

running across the yard and stopped to watch its 

reflection m a puddle, raising its paw as though 
to strike the image. 

Cats are proud and sceptical,"' said ‘That's 
Fine^^ softly. 

The red-gold rooster Mamai flew up on the 

fence, fluttered its wings, nearly lost its balance, 

became annoyed, and began to cluck angrily ai 
it stretched its neck. 

He s important, is the General, but he hasn't 
got much sense/" 


The clumsy Valei picked his way through the 
mud like an old horse, raising his broad, puffy 
face to squint at the sky; a ray of pale autumn 
sun struck him on the chest and set the brass but- 
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tons of his jacket aflame. The Tatar stopped and 

touched them with his crooked finc^ers 

o * 

As iF he d just had a medal pinned on his 
chest." 


Soon I found that my attachment to "That’s 

Fine had grown very deep. He became essential 

to me in all my joys and sorrows. Though he 

himself was silent by nature, he never stopped 

me from saying anything that was on my mind. 

My grandfather, on the contrary, was always 
interrupting me: 

"Stop your chatter, you windbag!" 

My grandmother was so full of her own thoughts 
that she could not absorb other people's. 

But That s Fine always listened to me atten¬ 
tively, and often he would say with a smile; 

"But that's not true, brother. You just made 
that up I" 


His brief remarks were always apt and timely. 

It was as though he could see what was going on 

in my heart and mind, could see what was false 

and superfluous before the words passed my lips, 

and seeing it, slew it with three sharp words, 
tondly spoken: 

"You're lying, brother." 

Sometimes I would intentionally test his magic 


207 


powers by making up stories and relating them as 
fact. But after listening a minute he would in¬ 
evitably shake his head and say; 

"You're lying, brother. 

"Ho w do you know?"''' 

"Oh, I know all right!'''' 

Often grandmother would take me with her 
when she went to fetch water from the pump on 
Sennaya Square. One day we saw five townsmen 
beating a muzhik. They had him down ontheground 
and were going at him like a pack of dogs. My 
grandmother took the pails off her liorornyslo, ^ 
flourished it like a club, and rushed at the towns¬ 
men, shouting to me; 

"Get away!^^ 

But I was afraid, and ran after her. I began to 
throw stones at the enemy, while she bravely 
poked tliem with her kpromyslo, and thumped them 
on head and shoulders. Other people joined in the 
fray, and the townsmen were driven off. Grand¬ 
mother began to wash the muzhik whose face was 
badly battered. To this day I shudder at the recol¬ 
lection o f ho w he pressed his dirty fingers to a torn 
nostril, coughing and howling while the blood 

Sh ouldcr yoke for carrying buckets of water or any 
other heavy load.—TV. 
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spurted from between bis fingers into my grand¬ 
mother's face and on her breast. She also howled 
and trembled from head to foot. 

When I got home I ran to the boarder and 
began to tell him all about it. He stopped working 
and stood in front of me holding a long file up¬ 
raised like a sword. He looked at me sternly 
and steadily from under his glasses, then suddenly 
interrupted, saying with unusual emphasis: 

Splendid! That s exactly how it was! Very 
good!" 

I was so taken up by what I had seen that I 

went on talking without realizing what he had said, 

but he put his arm around me and began pacing 
the floor. 

That s enough, that's enough," he admon¬ 
ished. You ve said all that you had to say, un¬ 
derstand? Enough!" 

I stopped talking. At first I was hurt, but on 
considering the matter I realized to my amaze¬ 
ment that he had stopped me just in time, that 

in fact, told everything. 

Don’t let your mind brood over such things," 
he said. Try to forget them." 

Sometimes he would quite unexpectedly say 
things that I have remembered all my life. Once 1 
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told him about my enemy Klushnikov, one of the 
warriors from Novaya Street. He was a fat, large¬ 
headed boy who could no more get the better of me 


th an 1 could of him. 



Fine"’ listened to my 


trouble, and then said: 

''Nonsense! SlrengtJi like that is no strength at 
all! Real streng th lies in quickness of movement; 
the quicker you are, the stronger—understandi^” 
On the following Sunday I tried using my 
fists tiuicker, and had an easy time licking Klush- 
nikov. I hat made me prize the boarder s words 


even mote. 


i i 


You have to know how to take lioldof things, 

—to ki\c'>\v 


understand? And tl^at’s very difficult— 
how to take hold of things. " 

I <.li(.l not understand the meaning of 

O 

said, but I remeiuliered these and similar 
I eiueml>ere<l them because there was s 


what he 
words. I 




irritatingly mysterious in their simplicity: what 
could be difficult about taking hold of a stone, or 
ti piece of bread, a cup, or a hammer? 

The people in our Jiouse came to dislike That s 
Finc^^ more and more. F^ven the friendly cat be¬ 


longing to the gay young hidy lodger would not 
climb up onto his knee as it would onto the knees 
ot oilier people, nor would it answer his gentle 
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call. I beat it for this and shook it by the ears, 

almost weeping as I tried to convince the cat not 
to be afraid of this man. 

My clothes smell of acid, and that's why it 
won't come to me,^^ he explained. But I knew 
at everybody else, including my grandmother 
had a different explanation. They were hostile 

^ painful, 

y are you forever hanging around him?" 

asked my grandmother angrily. "Watch out, or 
he 11 go teaching you tricks!" 

My grandfather, the mean redhead, whipped 
me cruelly every time he heard that I had viSed 
the boarder. Naturally I did not tell "That's 

ill forbidden to visit him, but 

f^nkly told him what people thought of him. 

Grandmother's afraid of you; she says you go 
in or ack magic, and grandfather too. He says 

you re against God and it's dangerous for people 
to have anything to do with you." 

though chasing a fly; his 
pallid face flushed with a smile that made my heart 
contract and my head reel. ^ 

"I can see all that, brother," he said quietly 
Too bad, isn't it ' ^ 

“Yes." 



14 * 


211 


“T GO bad, brother/^ 

Finally they drove him away. 

One morning after breakfast I found him sitting 
on the floor packing his thiiigs in a box and hum¬ 
ming *"Ah, rose of Sharon. 

“Well, good-bye, brother. Tm leaving/^ 

"Why?^^' 

He studied me intently for a moment before 



answeri 

'Didn't you know? 
your mother. 

"Who said so? ' 


Th is room is needed for 


"Your grantifather. 

«lT T I 1 • -f* 

He s lying. 

"That's Fine^'' drew me toward him, and when 1 
was sitting on the floor beside him, he said quietly: 

"Don't be angry! 1 thought you knew and just 
tlidn't say anything, brother, and 1 didn t like 

• t 

It. 

For some reason I was hurt and annoyed. 

"Listen,he said with a smile and almost in 

a whisper. "Remember my telling you not to 

... 

visit mcf 


I nodded. 

"l^lurt your feelings then, didn t 
"Yes." 




^ ^ lo, Hut I ilicv \n\''uIi. 1 sooKi 

\ou ti \ou tiuKin^ triciKl'i witli iiic. 

lie >p>.>ke as tliouv:!» he wvn- inv own at^o, aiivl 
his wonls made tne vory Jiappy. h mciiuJ to iiu* 
I had loMjj snuf known what ho just told me. 

I knew that hsiiij aeo, ' I said 

Cjsvxl \^ell now. so tJiat s liow it is, brother 
Htn *' 

Nlv heart aclied unlsearably. 

hy doesn't anybody like you’" 

He hu|rgesl me tightly and blinked hard as he 
rep I led: 

Because I m not like them, imderstaiisl,’ That s 
the whole thing I m not like tltem!” 

I plucked at his sleeve, not knowing what to say. 

Don t be angry." he said, and then wliispercsl 
tn my c.ir. and don't cry either/^ 

Blit the tears were stealdown Ijis own clieekb 
from under his himv glasses. 

»at there for a long time m silence, as was 
our wont, occasionally exchanging brief words. 

*fter taking a fonil farewell of 
everyone and embracing me warmly, he went away. 

•lipped through the gate and saw him jouncing 
oo top of the cart as the wheels struck the frozen 
rut. in the ro«l. .4. K>on a. he had left, my grand- 
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mother set to work cleaning the dirty room while 
I made a point of getting in her way by running 
from corner to corner. 

'Get out!^'" sh e cri ed on stumbling over me. 
'Why did you put him out?^^ 

That's none of your business 
'Vou're all fools, the whole bunch of you!''"' 

I said. 


She be gan slapping me with a wet rag and. crying: 

“Have you gone plumb crazy, or what?" 

“They're all crazy but you," 1 corrected, but 
th is did not appease her. 

Well, thank God he's gone!^'' said grandfather 
at the supper table. "Every time I saw him it was 
like a knife in my heart. Had to get rid of him. 

In my rage I broke a spoon, for which I was 
duly chastised. 

Thus ended my friendship with the first of 
that innumerable company of people—strangers 
in their native land—who represent its finest 


sons. 



I might liken myself as a child to a beehive to 
which various common, ordinary people brought 
the honey of their knowledge and views on life, 
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each of them making a rich contribution to the 

development of my character. Often the honey 

was dirty and bitter, but being knowledge, it 
was honey nonetheless. 

After the departure of "That's Fine," I became 
frtendly with Uncle Pyotr. He resembled my grand- 
at er m that he was thin and neat and clean but 
he was smaller in stature and in every other way 
He reminded me of a young hoy dressed up like 
an old man just for the fun of it. His face was a 

basket-work of fine leather thongs, forming a cage 
rom ehind which his merry eyes twinkled like 
two little birds. His grey hair was curly, and his 

srok 'k ""F * P‘P<= '"I'ose 

Tm asd'd “bou, 

tm as did his quaint speech. He spoke in a buaa- 

ing voice that seemed to be hind and gentle, but 
peoi^l''* ' ‘'"P"'®'"" •*'»' be was ridiculing 

ow^d 'me.^& t 

natron ■ ^ ^ name, Alexeyevna by 

patronymic-says, ‘It's a smith you'll be ' bul 

‘Be the ..A ’ smithing than she says, 

buras "r - °4ectioL; 

everyth! * goes, ‘ If you don't belong, 

everything s wrong.' 'Wthen diat didn't work out, 
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she says, ^Try your hand at fishing, Petrushka!' 
Again it’s all right by me; I takes up with the 
fish, but just I get a hankering for them, when it's 
good-bye fish and I’m sent to town to serve as 
drayman. So it's drayman 1 11 be and anything 
else you like, but before she gets a chance to like 
anything else along comes ’mancipation and 
there 1 be, left with the horse on my hands, and to 
this very day I follow the horse instead of the 
countess. 

The horse was old and white and looked as if 


a drunken painter had slung a mottled brush at it. 
It was a crazy quilt with bandy legs. Its bony head 
set with filmy eyes hung sorrowfully from a 
neck scarce connecting it to the body by stretched 
sinews and flaccid hide. Uncle Pyotr was most 
respectful to his horse; he called it "Tanya ' and 
never beat it. 


I 4 



s 



name? ' my gr; 



ut it s 
he replied. 
Jiristian name s 


give your beast a Christian 
once asked him, 

not at all/^ 

-the 



n«ime 



I atyi 


t f 


in a. 



ou 






Pyotr was also literate and had a thor- 
' of the Scriptures, He and my 
were always arguing as to which of 
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the saints was the most saintly. They were re¬ 
lentless in passing judgment on sinners mentioned 
in the Bible, condemning Absalom above all 
others. Sometimes their arguments assumed a 
purely grammatical aspect; my grandfather said 
“wickedism," "lawlessism," "idolitism," while 

claimed they should be pronounced 

wickedry,” “lawlessry," “idolitry.^^ 

"Your way's one thing—mine’s another!" bel- 
lowed my grandfather all red in the face. "A fie 

r . o 

tor 


> I 


your -ry s 

But Uncle Pyotr sat unperturbed, with the 
smoke curling about his head. 

And what's better about your ‘-isms'?" he 

drawled spitefully. "Not a bit better in the sight of 

God. Maybe when the Lord listens to them prayers 

of yours He thinks to Hisself, ‘The prayer is big, 
but not worth a fig!'" 

"Get away from here, Alexei!" my grandfather 
shouted at me, his green eyes flashing. 

Pyotr was very fond of order and cleanliness. 
Whenever he walked through the yard, he would 

kick away sticks and bones and chips, muttering 
reprovingly: 

No good for anything but just to get in the 
way." 
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He was very loquacious and gave the impres¬ 
sion of being kind and merry. But at times his 
eyes would become filmy and staring like those 
of a corpse. And frequently he would be found 
sitting off somewhere in a dark corner as sullen 
and silent as his nephew. 

“What's the matter, Uncle Pyotr?^^ 

“Go away,^^ he wou Id answer with dull severity. 
Into one of the houses on our street moved a 


gentleman with a lump on his forehead and a very 
strange habit: on Sundays he would sit at the win¬ 
dow and fire his shotgun at dogs, cats, chickens 
and crows, and even at passers-by if they did not 
strike his fancy. One day he poured grapeshot into 
“That's Fine.^^ It did not penetrate his leather 
jacket, but some of the shot landed in his pocket. 
I remember watching the boarder examine the 
pieces he held in his hand. My grandfather urged 
him to put in a complaint, but he tossed the shot 
into a corner of the kitchen and sa id: 


a 


Not worth the trouble 




Another time the sniper put some shot into my 
grandfather ^s leg; my grandfather was enraged, 
reported the offence and began mobilizing wit¬ 
nesses. But all of a sudden the gentleman disap¬ 
peared* 
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Every time his shots were heard out on the 

street, LJncle Pyotr would hastily pull on the faded, 

large-visored cap he wore on Sundays, and rush 

through the gate. Once out on the sidewalk, he 

would put his hands under his coat-tails to make 

them stick up like a rooster's tail, poke out his 

helly, and stride importantly past the sniper’s 

window. If the first stroll remained uneventful, 

he would repeat it a second and a third time.' 

All the people from our house would crowd at 

the gate to watch, with the military man and his 

blond wife peering at the window. People also came 

out in the yard of the Betlengs’ house. Only the 

grey house belonging to the Ovsyannikovs re- 
mained lifeless. 

Sometimes Uncle Pyotr’s efforts were futile— 

the hunter refused to consider such game worthy 

o his attention. But sometimes the double-bar¬ 
relled gun went off. 

"Bang-baiig!" 

Without quickening his steps. Uncle Pyotr 
wou d come over to us and report with the greatest 

satisfaction: 

"Got me in the coat-tails." 

One day the shot landed in his neck and shouU 
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Why should you egg on such a wild creature?" 
asked grandmother as she removed the lead with 
a needle. He’ll shoot your eyes out yet!" 

Oh no, Akulina Ivanovna!" replied Pyotr 
contemptuously. "He’s no shot at all!" 

"Why give him the satisFaction?^^ 

SatisFaction? I just do it to tease the gentle- 

t -*■* 

man! 

As he examined the wounds in his hand, he 
added, No shot at all. The countess, now, Tatyan 
Alexeyevna, once had temporary marriage ties— 
she changed her husbands like her Footmen— 
once had these ties, Tm saying, with an army man 
named Mamont Ilyich. Well, he was a shot all 
right! What he cou Id do with a gun, grandmother! 
He d place the Feeble-minded Ignashka way off— 
some Forty steps or so—and tie a bottle to his 
belt so to hang down between his legs, and Ignash¬ 
ka would plant his Feet wide apart and laugh 
like the idiot he was. Then Mamont Ilyich wou Id 
take aim and—bang! right into the bottle. Only 
once a horsefly mustNe bit Ignashka or something 
—the boy goes and jerks and gets the bullet in 
his knee—right in the cap. They call the doc¬ 
tor and quick as a wink he has the leg off—just 
like that! They buried it. . . 
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"And Ignashka?'’"’ 

Oh, he was all right. An idiot has no use for 
arms and legs—lives by his idiocy. Everybody's 
ready to help an idiot—they're a harmless lot 
like the saying goes, sense—no offence. 

This story did not impress my grandmother— 
she knew dozens like it. But it gave me the creeps. 

Could one of the gentlefolk kill a person to 
death?" 

W^hy not? He could, all right. Sometimes the 
gentlefolk even kill each other. Once a lancer 
came to visit Tatyan Alexeyevna and got into a 
fight with Mamont. They both grabbed their 
pistols, went to the park and there on the path by 
the lake the lancer gave it to IVlamont—bang! — 
right in the liver. Well, Mamont went to glory, 
the lancer to the Caucasus, and that was the end 
of that! There, you see? Killing their own selves. 
As for the muzhiks and their kind—phooh! 
Many as^ you like! Especially nowadays, when 
they don t own them no more. Used to be more 
careful after all, the muzhik was their property!" 

"Didn't care much then either,"put in my grand¬ 
mother. 

"True enough," agreed Uncle Pyotr. “Property, 
all right, but cheap property." 
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He was always gentle wntli me and spoke more 
kindl y to me th an to the grownups, without drop¬ 
ping his eyes. But there was something about him 
1 did not like. hen he treated us to his favourite 
jam, he would spread my bread thicker than that 
of the others. He would bring me ginger cookies 
and poppy seeds when he went to town, and he 
always spoke with me quietly and seriously. 

"Well, what we going to be when we grow up, 
my man? A so Id ier, or a cler 

"A soldier. 

Good for you. Not hard to be a soldier these 
days. The priests have it easy too—just go around 
shouting, ^Praised be the Lord,' and there's an 
end to it. Even easier to be a priest than a soldier. 
But the easiest of all is to be a fisherman. He don 't 
need to know anything at all—just get the habit, 
that's all.” 

He gave an amusing imitation of how the fish 
circle around the bait and how' a bass, a bream, and 
a mackerel struggle when they are hooked. 

"You get mad, now, w^hen your grandfather 
gives you a beating, don't you, thoughhe said 
consolingly. "But there's no reason at all to get 
mad in a case like that, my man. They ’re all for 
your own good, those beatings, and they're just 
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childish beatings. But take my Tatyan Alexeyev¬ 
na, for instance. There was a person for you when 
It came to beatings! She kept a special man for 
such business—Christopher was his name—such 
an expert he was that the owners of neighbouring 
estates used to send to the countess: be so good 
1 atyan Alexeyevna, as to lend us your Christo¬ 
pher for a beating or two. So she'd send him over." 

He gave an unimpassioned and detailed account 
of how the countess would sit in a red armchair on 
the columned porch of her estate, resplendent in 
a sheer white dress with a blue scarf about her 
s oulders, supervising the lashings Christopher 
administered to her serfs of both sexes. 

"That Christopher person came from Ryazan— 
something like a gypsy or a khokhol - he was, with 
moustaches from ear to ear, but his face all blue- 
Itke, from shaving his chin. And there was no tell¬ 
ing whether he was really half-witted or just made 

believe to be so's to make life easy for hisself. 

d go into the kitchen and fill a basin with 

be^le d^ ^ ^ a 

end of rr '' tbe 

end of a stick-keep drowning it for a long time. 


Khokhol-. Russian nickname for Ukraini 


ans-TV. 
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Or sometimes catch the vermin under his own 
collar and drown it, . . 

1 was well acquainted wi th stories like th is, 
having heard many of them from my grandfather 
and grandmother. But w'ith all their variations, 
they were the same in that they told of human 
torture and humiliation. I was sic k of such sto¬ 
ries . 

‘‘Tell me about something clse,^^ I sa id. 

The drayman gathered all his wrinkles about 
his mouth, then shifted them to his eyes as he 
gave his consent. 

‘ All right, greedy. Here's some th ing else. Once 
we had a cook. ... 

"Who had?^^ 

"Countess Tatyan Alexeyevna. 

"Why do you call her Tatyan, like a man, 
instead of Tatyana? She wasn t a man, was 
she?" 

"Of course not—she was a lady, but still she 
had a moustache. A little black one. She was a 
black German by birth—a tribe something like 
the Negroes. \(^ell, then this cook of ours this 
is going to be a funny story, my man. . . . 

The funny story was an account of how the cook 
had spoiled a pie and was punished by being made 
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to eat tlic whole thing at one sitting, as a result 
of which he became sick. 

Tliat s not funny, i saiJ with annoyance. 

So what s funny* Come on, let’s hear.^' 

I Jon t know " 

Then keep your mouth shut. ” 

^ nee more he started spinning his dull tales. 
Sometimes my cousins would come for a visit 
on Sundays—Uncle Mikhail's sad and lazy 
Sasha. Uncle Yakov’s neat and knowing Sasha. One 
day. when tl»e three of us were exploring the roofs 
of tht outhouses, we saw a gentleman sitting on 
a woodpile in the Betlengs’ yard, playing with 
wmie puppies He was wearing a green long coat 
lined with fur, but his little yellow bald head was 
uncovered One of my cousins suggested that we 
steal one of the puppies, and we immediately 
t ought up a plan my cousins were to go out in the 
»tr«t and wait at the Betlengs’ gate while I was 
frighten the man. Vhen he ran away, my cous- 
ms would dash into the yard and grab a puppy. 
How shall I frighten him? ” 

Spit on his bald head, ” suggested one of my 
cousins ^ 

I found nothing particularly wicked about spit¬ 
ing on a bald head-1 had teen and heard about 
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greater crimes being committed, so I did not hesi- 
tate to fulfil the task entrusted to me. 

But the act created a tremendous fuss. A whole 
army of men and women from the Betlengs' house 
invaded our yard, led by a handsome young officer. 
And since my cousins were innocently playing out 
in the street at the moment when the crime was 
perpetrated, I was the only one to receive the 
beating which my grandfather performed with 
great gusto in order to propitiate the insult offered 
the house of Betleng. 

W^hile I lay bruised and aching on the bunk in 
the kitchen. Uncle Pyotr came to see me, all 
dressed up and in a cheerful mood. 

“That was a clever thing to think up, young 
man,^^ he whispered. “Serves him right, the old 
goat. Spit on the bunch of them! Better to have 
thrown a brick at his rotten head I 

I remembered the round, hairless, childlike 
face of the gentleman in the green coat, and how 
he had squealed softly and plaintively as a 
puppy as he wiped his yellow pate with his little 
hands. This had made me hate my cousins and 
feel frightfully ashamed of myself at the time, 
but now I forgot it as I looked into the basket- 
work face of the drayman, which was trembling 
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*n the »4ine frightening *nd repuUive way my 

C'***^*^^*^ » »»lien he gave me the beating. 

Get out! I cfieJ, puUiing Pyotr auay with 
my handt arvi feet. 

He chuckled and winked aiwl got up olf the 
t>unk. 

From that time on I never had any deiire to 
talk with him. I began to avoid him. and at the 
•ame time to keep a •u»piciou» eye on him. at 
though I were vaguely expecting tometiling. 

Thit mcident waa thortly followed by another. 

I« tome tune I had nurtured a tecret intere.t m 
»hr ipitet houte belonging to the Ovtyannikovt. 

« teemed to me that a myateriout fairy>tale 
extttencc went on in that grey houte. 

TU Eetl^tVhoute watalwayt noity andcheer- 

lul. A number of attractive young girlt lived there 

courted by ttudent. and olTurert who were alwayt 
« tttg. *^«ng. tinging and playing. The Very 
ittelf had a gay look, with ite Bathing win- 
through whwh the green of the plant, dtone 

-Inbdihf he called the occupant. 

. while ^ applied a particularly filthy 
® woaaeo—a word which Uncle Pyotr 

!*• 


once explained to me in a gloating, filthy 
manner. 

But grandfather was impressed by the stern and 
silent house of the Ovsyannikovs. 

It was high and one-storied and ran far back 
into a clean, open yard carpeted with grass. In the 
centre of the yard stood a well, covered by a roof 
supported by two columns. The house stood back 
from the street, as though hiding from it. Three 
narrow arched windows, whose panes were turned 
to rainbow hues by the sun, decorated the facade. 
A barn to the right of the entrance gate also had 
three windows matching those of the house, but 
they were imitation windows, formed by mould- 
ing tacked to the wall, with frames and sashes 
painted in white. There was something unpleasant 
about these blind windows, and the barn seemed 
to emphasize the fact that the house wanted to 
hide away and live its life unobserved. The en- 
tire property, including the empty stables and emp¬ 
ty barns with their huge gates, breathed a sense 
of quiet injury, or silent pride. 

Sometimes a tall, beardless old man with white 
moustaches bristling like needles could be seen 
limping about the yard. Occasionally another old 
man with side whiskers and a crooked nose led a 
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grey horse out of the stable. Once out in the yard, 
the narrow-chested, thin-ankled horse would nod to 
everything about it like a modest nun. The lame 
old man would slap it noisily, whistle and sigh 
deeply, then send the horse back into the dark 
stable. It seemed to me that the old man wanted 


to escape from the house, but was held there by 
some evil spell. 

Almost every day from noon to evening, 
three little boys played in the yard. They 
v/ere all dressed alike in grey pants and blouses 
and similar hats, and they themselves were so 
much alike, with their round faces and grey 
eyes, that I could distinguish them only by their 


Size. 

1 watched them through a chink in the fence, 
but to my disappointment they did not notice 
me. It was pleasant to see in what a happy, friend¬ 
ly manner they played games that were unfamiliar 
to me. I liked the way they were dressed and the 
way they took care of each other, especially the 
o er ones in relation to the youngest—a sturdy 
amusing little fellow. If he fell down, they 
aughed as people always laugh at anyone who falls 
own, ut there was nothing mean about their 
laughter; they would immediately help him get 
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up and brush off his hands and knees with burdock 
leaves or their handkerchiefs. 

"You cl umthy thing 1'’^ the middle one would say. 

They never fought or played tricks on each 
other, and all three of them were strong and agile 
and full of energy. 

o ne day I climbed a tree and whistled to them. 
They stopped at the sound of the whistle, then 
drew together with their eyes on me and held a 
consultation. I expected them to start throwing 
stones, so I descended, filled my shirt and pockets 
wi th missiles, and once more climbed the tree. 
But they were already playing again in a far cor¬ 
ner of the yard and apparently had forgotten all 
about me. That was regrettable, but I did not want 
to be the first to declare war. Presently, someone 
called from the window: 

"Home, ch iIdren—quick! 

They turned obediently but unhurriedly, and 
marched off like geese. 

Many times I sat on the tree above the fence, 
hoping they would invite me to play with them, 
but they never did* In my imagination I often 
joined them in their games, even calling out and 
laughing aloud in my enthusiasm. At such times 
all three of them would look at me and quietly 
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pass remarks to each other, while I would slip 
embarrassedly down the tree. 

One day they began to play hidc-and-seek. The 
middle brother was “it,^^ and he stood at one cor¬ 
ner of the barn with his hands over his eyes, 
Vi'iihout peeking, while his two brothers hid. The 
oldest boy quickly climbed into a sledge shel¬ 
tered by the overhanging roof of the barn, but the 
little fellow ran round and round the well, not 
knowing where to hide. 
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One* * cried the boy who was *'it. i wo. 

The little one climbed up on the edge of the 
well, grabbed hold of the rope, and jumped into 
the empty bucket, which immediately disappeared, 
knocking dully against the sides of the well. 

I was frozen with horror as I saw' the rope 
quicklv and noiselessly unw'inding. But I immedi¬ 
ately realized what might be the result and 
jumped down into the yard, shouting: 

'He fell in the well!^' 


The middle brother reached the w'ell at the same 
time I did, and grabbed the rope, w'hich lifted him 
off his feet and burned his hands, but I took hold, 
and by that time the eldest boy came running and 
helped me h ul up the bucket. 

Not so fast, please,^ he said. 
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We rescued the little one, who was badly fright- 
. blood was flowing from the fingers of his 
right hand, one of his cheeks was also badly 
scratched, he was soaked to the waist and deathly 

ptde, but he snided and said willi a shudder; 
‘‘How I fel-l-l!" 


"You craythy thing!lisped the middle brother, 
him and wiping the blootl from his face, 
while the eldest frowned and remarketk 

"Come on. we can’t hide it anyhow, so we mav 

I I ^ ^ ^ 

as well go now. 

"Will you get a licking?” 1 asked. 

f'le noddetl anti heltl out his liand. 

"You ran mighty fast," he said. 

I was so overwhelmed by liis praise that before 

I could lake his hand he was saying to the middle 
b rot he r; 


C„„oiTie on^ oi he 11 eat eh cold, II say he 

simply foil clown, I\o sense lolling about the well. " 
Yes, agi eecl the little one. II |ust say 1 

fell in *i I'liicidle. 


A lul 

Hvei 
g lanec'cl 
s i It i ng 


lliey wen I aw.iy, 

ything had happened so last, that when 1 
up at the l^raneli on whieh I had been 
it w.is still sliaking, seat toting its yellow 
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For about a week after that the brothers did not 
appear m the yard, and when they did, they were 
noisier than ever. As soon as the eldest boy saw 
me, he cried in a friendly tone: 

Come play with us!'"^ 

We climbed into the dedge and tat there for a 
long tune getting acquainted. 

Did they beat you?^" I asked 
"Ve got it, all right," answered the eldest 

beal *'" rr** ‘’°y* '"ok 

Wif' J ‘ ''’““S'" 

Why do you catch birds?" ashed the little one 

because they sing nice." 

to “'"il stay free 

to go where they want." ^ 

All right, I won’t any more." 

Only first catch one and give it to 

"What kind?" ^ 

to put in a cage," 

That II be a chafiinch " 

■•A ^ 1“'" ■'’o ttidtile 

And father won't let „th keep it," 

“i_r agreed the eldest. 

Maven t you got a mother?" 

'No," answered the eldest, but the middi 
er corrected him; 



er. 
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“We h ave, only another one—not ourth— 
ourth died/^ 

That hind's called a stepmother/^ I said, and 
the eldest nodded. 

""That's right. 

All three of them fell into a brooding silence. 

I had learned what a stepmother was from 
grandmother s tales, and so I could understand 
their silence. They sat there huddled together, as 
like as three peas. I recalled the story of the witch 
stepmother who resorted to foul means to take the 
place of the real mother, and I tried to console 
the boys by saying: 

"Don't worry, your real mother will come 
back yet/*' 

""Ho w can she, once she's dead? That never 
happens, said the eldest with a shrug of his 
shoulders. 

Never happens? Heavens, how many times a 
sprinkling of living water had brought back to life 
not only those who were merely dead, but even 
those who had been chopped into a hundred pieces! 
And how many times death turned out to be 
not a real death, sent by God, but the work of 
witches and wizards! 

I began an enthusiastic recounting of grand' 
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mother'. but xh< elde.t contemptu. 

ously And tAid: 

lutened in sileo. r. ,j,e little one 


. - "* tiiiie one 

ll^ m«lJI. b,.,hc, wi,), 

^ ,1., |,„ 1, 

ing him towAfd fxi^. 

I J^i** **^^*^^ **" evening; roiy 

el~d. h J „„UJ u. ove, .1., ,„nf., vl„n .he oKI 

^•ew' * L* emong ui. He 

. ^ * P'“>< *nJ l.eJ 

• “•‘ITfy fur cap on hi* head. 

*t P"‘"'‘"l! •>i» finger 

therr.- he .aid. 

A»kcd him to come?* 

All three of the hoy. immediately climbed 

• tlcnily out of the .ledee and wen. k ^ 
re«;^' e . ^ *"* home, once more 

remj^n* me of obedient gee.e. 

•'« y*”* «<> ■>« g.le. I ... on 

^ teATt frooi rri£ht but ^ l 

« .puckir U... I ^ 

7 «* I found my^lf out in tbe 
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before I had time to cry. He stood at the gate shak¬ 
ing his finger at me and saying: 

“Don't dare come see me again! 

*'1 never came to see you, you old devil!I 
retorted angrily. 

His long arm reached out for me once more, and 
he led me down the si de wa Ik, reiterating the same 
question, like hammer blows over my head: 

“Is your grandfather at home?^^ 

Unfortunately for me, he was. He stood before 
the menacing old man, his head thrown back, his 
beard sticking out, looking up into eyes as round 
and dull as kopek pieces. 

“His mother's away, I'm busy, nobody to look 
after him—l^^ggtng your pardon, Colonel !^^ he 
said hastily. 

The Colonel gave a roar that could be heard all 
over the house, swung around on his heel and 
marched away. Some time later I was thrown 6ut 
into Uncle Pyotr's cart. 

“Got it again, my man?''^ asked the drayman as 
he unharnessed the horse. “What was the beating 
for this time?^^ 

When I had told him the story, he flared up 

and hissed through his teeth: 

“What do you want to make friends with the 
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likes of them for? They’re gentlefolk's spawn; see 

w at you took on their account? Hereafter you eive 
It to them!" ^ ^ 

He kept on muttering to himself, and at first 

rankled by my injuries, I sympathized with what 

he said But his basket-work face trembled so dis- 

ps mg y that I was reminded of the fact that those 

oys would also be flogged, and that they had in 
no way offended me. ^ 

“No reason why I should give it to them," I said, 
and what you re telling is just a pack of lies.” 
^^Hejlanced at „.e thatp,,. .hen suddenly 

“Get out of my cart! 

“Fool!" - 


JJ 


I cried, jamping down. 

^ tool, am I? A liar 1? TMf 1 

^ J , , ’ ^ ^ show YOU 

^ixcl he DGP'an 4 « y • • . 

unable to eatchTe " " 

get no'peace wil^laT 

spare his words-caH, 

and me five time h -^ filthy names, 

me nve times his senior. ..." 

When people lied in my very face Iw * 

out of mind. Now I stood th ^ ^ stunned 

words, but my iLdm iK "a 

my grandmother said firmly: 


237 


J\o\\% there, Pyotr, aren t you taking a little 

too much rope? You can t tell me as he called you 
h 11 h y names 


IVIy grandfather would have believed the dray¬ 


man. 

From that day on the relationship betw'een me 
3-nd the drayman was one of silent, vicious war. He 
would try to find opportunities for poking me or 
striking me with the reins as if by chance; he set 
birds free and one day he sicked the cat on 
them. He was always complaining to my grandfa¬ 
ther about me, invariably exaggerating the cause. 

I found it impossible to look upon him as anything 
but a boy like myself dressed up like an old man. 
In my turn I would unravel his bast sandals and 
untwist the cording, so that it would break when 


he was lacing them. One day I sprinkled pepper 
in his cap, and he went about sneezing for a whole 
hour. In general, I did everything in my power to 
give him measure for measure. On Sundays he 
w'ould spend the entire day spying on me, and more 
than once he caught me in illegal communication 


with the spawn of the gentlefolk 
sions he straightaway reported 
grandfather. 


, on which occa- 
the fact to my 


I had continued my acquaintanceship with the 
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boys, and derived more and more pleasure from it 
Between the wall of my grandfather’s house and 

“ '“'le corner 

s aded by an elm and a lime and overgrown with 
elderberry bushes. Behind these bushes I had cut 
l.ttle opening ,he fence, to which the broth. 

ers would come in turns or pairs, to talk quietly 

with me. One of them always watched to si that 
the Colonel did not catch us. 

They told me about the dull life they lived, and 

this made me very sad. We talked about my birds 

and about many childish interests, but so far as 

can remember they never mentioned their father 

or their stepmother. Most often they simply asked 
me to tell them stories I • mpiy asked 

ed all the tales I had U J relat- 

will T!:: - wait- 

too glad to do 'this° ^ She was only 

day the'eldest fgtandmolher. One 

We a “mothl'tol' ^ 

^:^To Si - --- 

tune," that it seemed he had lived i hunllTeTrs! 
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instead of only eleven. I remember that he had 
slender hands with long thin fingers, ffe himself 
was slender and fragile, with eyes as shy and clear 
as the icon lamps in church. I was fond of his broth¬ 
ers as well. They won my sympathy and inspired 
me with the desire to do something nice for them. 
But I was most fond of the eldest. 

So ab sorbed would I become in our conversation 
that I often failed to notice the approach of Uncle 
Pyotr, who would startle us with his long drawn- 
out: 

'^Wha-a-t! At it again?^^ 

I cou Id see that he was becoming more and more 
subject to fits of sullenness. I even learned how 
to determine the mood in which he returned from 
work: ordinarily he opened the gates unhurried¬ 
ly, so that the hinges gave a prolonged creak. 
But if the drayman was in a bad mood, the hinges 
would let out a sharp, sudden shriek, like a cry 
of pain. 

His mute nephew left for the country to get 
married. Pyotr went on living alone in a low-ceil- 
inged room over the stable containing one tiny 
window and smelling of tar, old leather, tobacco 
and sweat. 1 could never visit him because of this 
odour. These days he slept without extinguishing 
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his lamp, a thing which displeased my grandfather 
very much. 

Watch out or you'll be burning the place down, 
P yotr. 

No danger of that. I always stand the lamp in 

a basin of water at night,"" he answered, glancing 
off to one side. 

He was always glancing about shiftily nowadays, 
and he no longer attended grandmother's parties 
or treated us to jam. His face had become dried up, 
the wrinkles had grown deeper, and he swayed like 
a sick man when he walked. 

One morning when my grandfather and I were 

shovelling the snow which had fallen abundantly 

during the night, the latch on the gate clicked 

with particular importance, a policeman entered 

t e yard, closed the gate, stood with his back 

to It, and beckoned to my grandfather with a 

atxgrey finger. When my grandfather went over 

to him, he stuck his big nose into his face and 

said something to which my grandfather hastily 
replied: ^ 

Here? When? If only I can remember. . . 

Suddenly he started comically and cried: 
A/Icfciful God! Not really?"" 

SKI warned tKe policeman. 
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Grandfather glanced about and caught sight 
of me. 

^^Take the shovels and go home!^^ 

1 hid around the corner of the house and watched 
them enter the drayman's quarters in the stable. 
The policeman took the glove off his right hand and 
began slapping his left wi th it. 

“He understands all right; abandoned his horse 
and went into hiding/^ 

1 ran into the kitchen to tell my grandmother 
all I had seen and heard. She nodded her flour- 
dusted head as she kneaded the dough. 

“Must've stole something or other,*''* she said 
calmly when I had finished. “Go out and play. 
What's it to you?^^ 

When I ran out into the yard again, grandfather 
was standing at the gate with his hat off and his 
eyes raised to heaven, crossing himself. His face 
was angry and bristling and one of his legs was 
jerking. 

“Didn't I tell you to get in the house?^^ he cried, 

stamping his foot. 

He followed me into the kitchen. 

“Come here, mother!^ he said. 

They went into the next room and whispered 
together for some time. One look at grandmother s 

f 
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face when she returned told me that something 

dreadful had happened. ^ 

“What are you scared oP" I asked. 
sofX”"^ i^eep your mouth shut," she replied 

trained and awed atmosphere hung over the 

grTndflh 'T '*‘1 and 

grandfather kept exchanging furtive glances and 

:!i:x hT';i;rr''"-" 

They ate dinner hurriedly, but without appe- 
e, as .f expecting someone. Grandfather weidy 

IrT' “ nt- 

agailTrak °°h "> P‘‘ 

agamst. Take him, for instance—a Podixf 

man to all appearances, but look what he's ^00™- 
tirandmother sighed. 

whdt'rb'''"^ "'f" interminably 

and oppressive with every hour. ^ 

was fea^d r^erde^TndTatio 
in the kitchen. 
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'"How did they find out?^'' my grandmother 
asked. 

After a short pause he replied grufily: 

"'Don't worry, they find out everything/'' 

I remember sitting at the window heating an 
old coin in my mouth in order to make an impres¬ 
sion of St. George the Victorious on the frosted 

windowpane. 

Suddenly there was a great bustling in the 
entranceway and the door burst open. Petrovna 
stood on the threshold and shouted. 

"Go have a look at what's out on your prop¬ 
erty! 

On catching sight of the policeman she rushed 
back into the entranceway, but he caught her by 
the skirt and also shouted in fright: 

"Wait a minute! Who are you? What's out 

there? 

She fell on her knees and began to cry, swallow- 

in.g down her words and her tears. 

" I went out to milk the cow, and all of a sudden 
I sees something like a pair of boots in the Kashi- 

Tins yard. 

"That's a lie, you hussy!" shouted my grand¬ 
father in a rage. "You couldn't see anything m 
our yard—the fence is too high and there's no 
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holes in it! You're lying! There's nothing out 

there! ® 

me!" wailed Petrovna, stretching out one 
and to him and holding her head with the other, 
it s the truth when he says I'm lying. I was walk¬ 
ing a ong and all of a sudden I sees tracks leading 
up to your fence and the snow all trampled down in 

one p ace, so I climbs up and looks over the fence 
and there ne is lying there. 

'"Who-o-o?**'' 

inJit" tT' -d mean. 

had lost their senses, everyone went running and 
shoving out of the kitchen into the yard There 
in the snow-filled pit lay Uncle Pyotr, his back 

bZT ?u^ bT** ‘’r”' l>is 

oreast. Just below his right ear 

resembling mouth with bluish fri^g^ 

Z Z \ TZ ' - horror 

fingL of his b darkened 

hand was burS ^ Th"'''’ ''''' 

under his slight figure X h ! ' 

rrght the snow was stained with a stra„T n u 

hi witn a strange red design 
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that looked like a bird, while on his left it remained 
unspotted, and lay smooth and glistening. His 
head, so meekly bowed, rested on his chest, push¬ 
ing up his curly beard, beneath which hung a 
large brass cross framed by rivulets of dried blood. 
My head swam from the confusion of voices; 
Petrovna shouted without interruption; the police¬ 
man sh outed to Valei to go somewhere; my grand¬ 
father sh outed: 

“Don't spoil the tracks 

Suddenly he frowned and dropped his eyes. 

“No sense in yelling like that, officer,he sa id 
in u loud, au th oritative voice. “This is the hand of 
God, the judgment of God, and you with your silly 
business—fie on you! 

All the people became silent, sighing and cross¬ 
ing themselves and staring at the dead man. 

Others climbed over the fence from Petrovna's 
side and came running across the yard, falling and 
muttering, but making little noise until my grand¬ 
father glanced around and cried in despair: 

“You're breaking all the raspberry bushes, 
neiglibours! Aren't you ashamed of yourselves?*''^ 

My grandmother took me by the hand and led 
me into the house. 

“What did he do?''’' I asked. 
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Didn t you see?" she answered wKim 
All .ha. evening and n„.i, in .ZtSf. 
..range people mo. ed abou. the ki.chen and fhe 
room adjoining i.. The police gave order an^a 
man who looked like a deacon made no.^a“n a 

liko a duck: 

What s that? WKat's that?" 

^^^^^^^other server! + .a 

kitchen t.hle everybody. At the 

marked man who said 

ocly knows his real nam^^ T'K i i 
they know is that he r ^ 

.here dealmuCet »'>* 

mute IS no more 4^U 

and he come out with the wh / you nor me, 

chap squealed t ^ ^hird 

They been reKK* i . ^ one. 

was their main specialty_" ^ong—that 

My God!" exclaimed Petrovna II 
red. moist and 

X 

Very early one Saturday mornina I 

rrr T’' ‘’“llfinchoa sT"' 

passed, but the proud red hr * j ^ 

easted creatures would 
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not c-ntiM* niv Miare Vaunting: tlicir beai\ty, they 

wouKi vStap unpc>i'l anl 1V over tlio silver snow crust, 

or lly inis"* the bushes, wIkmc ihs'y wouKl sway on 

the \\o.ir-co\crcd branches like bright llowers 

anion^^’^ blue sp<u‘kles ot sns>w dust. All tl'iis was too 

1 

lovely to allow of my lesdiny disappoii^itnient in 
the hunt In yv'iieial I was ns>t a very impassioned 
hunter; I always took greater pleasure in the proc¬ 
ess than in the result. I was most inleiested in 
obsei'vin^ and meditating on the lives of the birds. 

O 

hat couKl be more pleasant than to sit alone 
at the edge of a snowy held and listen to the chirp¬ 
ing of the birds in the crystal silence of a winter s 

O ^ 

d<iy, while soineNvhere f^ir away in the distance 

sounded the bells of a passing troika-tliat mel- 

ai'icholy lark of the Russian winter. 

When I was chilled to the bone and felt that 
my ears weie free/ing, 1 gathered up my snaies 
and caees, climbed the fence into grandfather s 

o' ^ 

earden, anti went toward the house. 

Wi're open, and a huge muzhik w'as leatling thrtc 
horses hit died to a large, clv>setl sleigh out into 
the street. Clouths of steam rose from the horses, 
the muzhik whist h'tl gaily, and my heai t stootl 

still. 


I he gales 

o 
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\X lio slid you bring? ’* 


I asketk 



He turned, glanced at me from under his hand, 
jumped up into his seat, and said: 

'The priest!'"'' 

That did not concern me—if the priest had 
coi^.he was probably visiting one of the tenants. 
Get going, my chickens!” cried the muzhik as 
e touched the horses with the whip, causing them 

I watched them go, then closed the gates and went 
mm the house. When I entered the kitchen I heard 

ro^.:! '*'' adjoining 

.hZ'tr 

I threw down my cages and rushed out into the 
entranceway without taking off mv coat b 

Les sw II j ; “ wild 

eyes swallowed painfully, and gasped: 

He shrok"”' " ® in «o her! Wait!” 

shook me so that I could scarcely retain mv 

on mg, then pushed me toward the door 

Go on, go on,” he said. 

lat'ch'”:!’^ 'f' able to lift the 

at last I onr/d “l' '""”’’'“8 S-S'es; when 
threshold. speechless on the 




so ticrc Inc is! Sciid my motlncr. tdc<ivcns, 
how big you’ve grown! Don't you recognize me? 
The wiiy you dress him! And looh, his ears are 
frozen! Give me some goose grease-hurry, 

r 

mother! 

She stood bending over me in the middle of the 
room, taking off my clothes and turning me around 
like a ball. Her large body was clothed in a soft, 
warm red dress as wide as a man s cloak, with 
large black buttons descending diagonally from 
the shoulder to the waist, and then down to the 
very hem. I had never seen such a dress before. 

Her face seemed to have grown smaller and 
paler, her eyes larger and deeper, and her hair more 
golden. She threw aside the clothes she took off 
me, drawing down the corners of her red lips dis¬ 
dainfully and saying in an imperious tone: 

“Well, why don’t you say something? Aren t 

you glad? Phooh, what a dirty shirt!" 

Then she rubbed goose grease on my ears. It 
hurt, but the pain was compensated by the refresh¬ 
ing, delightful scent which emanated from her. 
1 pressed up close and looked deep into her eyes, 
unable to utter a word in my agitation. As a back¬ 
ground to what she was saying, I heard my grand¬ 
mother softly complaining: 
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"He’s gotten clean out of hand, don't even 

fear his grandfather any more. Ah Varva 
Varya. . . .■" ’ J > 

Stop whining, mother! Everything will be 
all right!- 

In contrast to my mother, all the surroundings 

seemed little and old and drab. I myself felt as old 
as my grandfather. 

She heU me t.ghily between her knees as she 
stroked my head with a warm, heavy hand. 

•Need a ha.r cut," she said. "And time for you 
to be gotng to school. Do you want to study?" 

I VC jlrcdJy stiiclied.^^ 

■ * more to be learned. But what a sturdy 

title ^l^dlow you are!- And she laughed a rich 
warm laugh as she fondled me. 

My grandfather came in, grey and bristling 
with bloodshot eyes. She pushed me away with a 

and asked in a loud voice; 

JX ell, what am I to do, father? Leave?" 

his n scratching the ice with 

so .." a ”='■,"5 "“'h-g- The atmosphere was 

rand ex. 

P mg until they seemed to comprise my whole 

Wg^while my breast was nigh to bursti^ with 
me impulse to scream. 
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"Get out of here, Alexei,^'' said my grandfather 
dully. 

"Why?^'' asked my mother, once more drawing 
me to her. 

"YoudI not leave! I forbid it!^^ 

My mother got up and soared about the room 
like a lurid sunset cloud. 

Listen, father,she said, halting behind his 
back. 

"Silence!**^ he shrieked. 

"I won^t allow you to shout at mel'’'^ said my 
mother quietly. 

"Varvara!cried my grandmother, rising from 
the couch and shaking a warning finger, while my 
grandfather sank weakly onto a chair, muttering to 
himself: 

"W^hat\s this? W^liat^s this, eh? AVho am I? 
What do you call this?^^ 

Suddenly he let out a roar like a wounded beast: 

"You ‘ Ve disgraced me, that's what you've done, 
Varka! 

"Go away,^^ said my grandmother to me. Deeply 
unhappy, I went into the kitchen and climbed up 
onto the stove, from where I could hear the sounds 
coming from the other room—now everyone talk- 
ing excitedly, now everyone silent, as though 
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suddenly fallen asleep. They were talking about 
baby my mother had given birth to and left with 
someone^ But it was impossible to tell whether 

y grandfather was angry because my mother had 

given birth without his consent k i 

harl r.r^h u L I onsent, or because she 

nad not brought him the baby. 

:^:^:a" : g-ndmothe:. 

corner of heT'hTout H:Z “ 

I^rs- I. • ■ ® <iown on a bench 

twitZnrfatr mC**"’ .‘’‘'■"S 'ip^ of bis 

before hL. ' 8''“‘^"'other fell on her knees 

Forgive her, father, for the love of Christ 

too and ‘‘“PP'''* ™°"g ‘be gentlefolk 

sTman shr“7 r Jost see wbat a 

.r~et,. :r -ne of us 

Grandfather leaned back a^einst tb** fi j 
Ked her m the eye as he whimpered: 

yes, of course! Why not? Vn 'J r 

:rtuf- Pbl/rt: 
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"But what about the Lord?" he said in a rapid 
whisper. He doesn’t forgive anything, eh? Here 
we are at the brink of the grave, and the punish¬ 
ments we get—our last days, and no peace, no 

joy, and none to hope for. Beggars we’ll die—mark 
my words—beggars!'*'^ 

My grandmother took his hands in hers, sat 
do wn beside bim, and laugbed softly. 

^JC^hat of it? W^by you so scared to be a beggar? 
So we’ll be beggars. You can sit home and I’ll go 
out with the cup. Nobody’ll refuse me—we ll 

not go hungry! Stop worrying yourself with all 
th is bu siness! 

Suddenly be snorted, turned bis bead like a 
goat, grabbed my grandmother about tbe neck and 

tip tight, little and crumpled and 

blubbering: 

You fool! You blessed little fool! Tbe only 
person left to me! You^d be willing to lose every- 
thing, simpleton that you are! Just remember how 
we worked for our children, bow I sinned for them! 
And now at the end, not to have anything, not 
even a little bit. ..." 

At this point I could stand it no longer; I 
jumped off the stove with the tears streaming down 
my face and ran to their side, sobbing with joy 
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^at my mother had come, that they should he 
apeahmg together with such unprecedented tender- 
ness, and that they allowed me to share their gHef 

me bathTn'e L ''“‘‘'mg 

me, Dathing me m their tears. ^ 

So you re here too, you little scoundrel " whis 
pered my grandfather into my ear '•No 
mother’s come you won’t bT „ 

grandfather, the old devil eh! N 

-other, the old harpy laten th r" 

you. Phooh, fie on youl" 

"'veTyrdy'-uir:': 

aaid angrily. "Hurry upl" ' ^ 

mutterldtL^hoterhear^^^ 

tagly on the chest. I did no't like Xfs 3'’^ 
al I did not approve of *U ^ 

to God, always so b 

filling the room withTe 'u 
and granule *' «-'andmoth. 

•keves of her dress T '* d" the full 

dress draped over their shoulders. 
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She spoke to them softly and seriously, and they 
listened without a word. Both of them looked so 
small beside her that it seemed she was the mother 
and they the children. 

w orn out with emotion, I fell fast asleep on 
the bunk. 

That evening both the old people dressed up 
in tlieir best do th es a nd went to vesper service. 
G rand mo ther merrily winked at my grandfather, 
who was resplendent in the suit of a master-work¬ 
man and a racoon coat. 

"Just sec what a neat little goat your father 
is/' she said, nudging my mother. 

Mother laughed gaily. 

When she and I were alone in her room, she sat 
on th e couch wi th one leg drawn up under her 
and called me over, patting the couch next to her. 

"Here, come sit down. Well, how are things? 

Not very good?^^ 

How were they? I didn t know. 

"Does your grandfather beat you?^"^ 

‘‘Not so much any more.^^ 

"Really? Well, tell me anything you like," 

1 had no desire to talk about my grandfather, 
so I began to tell her that a very nice man had 
lived in the room we were in, but nobody had liked 
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him and grandfather had finally put him out. 

anTir'aM 

Tell me something else." 

the' C‘l‘‘ '’f '>■>« 

the ^loual had chased me out of his yard. 

J^at a nasty man," she said with a hue 
dtrlueh 

■Zi “•* shaking her head. 

I am to blame. 

You should have brought him the hahy. . " 

e started up, frowned, and hit her lip then 

"You little^inyI bI doTr , 

•hat again, hear? No! a word-Ld 7 
think about it!" ^ ^ 

For some time she spoke words that were quiet 

Wers afd mot^Tlr'r;^ t:!" 

and wTrefeti t™”*. 

caectea m a mirror. Dirtv 

across the floor -> • i ^ shadows crept 

and the frost-covered windo^ the corner, 

moonlight Motke l ^ ^ silver with 

gi»t. Mother glanced about as though search- 

17—659 
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mg for something on the empty walls and ceil¬ 
ing. 

"When do you go to bed?" 

"A little later." 

That's right, you had a nap this afternoon," 
she remembered with a sigh. 

Uo you want to go away?" I asked. 

Where to? she replied with some surprise, 
then she lifted my head and gazed for so long into 
my eyes that I could not hold back the tears. 

W^hy are you crying?" 

"My neck hurts." 

But my heart hurt more. I realized that she 

could not live in that house, that she would surely 
go away. . . . 

'You will look like your father some day," she 
said, tossing the carpet aside with her foot. "Has 
grandmother told you about him?" 

"Yes." 


She was very fond of Maxim—very. And he 
was fond of her. ..." 

" 1 know." 


Mother looked at the candle, frowned, 
it out. 


and put 


"That's better," she said. 

It seemed fresher and cleaner in the room 
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without the candle. The dirty shadows on the floor 
were replaced by patches of blue moonlight, while 
golden reflections glittered on the windowpane. 
Where did you live before you came here?" 
She mentioned the names of several towns as 
though remembering something long forgotten all 

circling about the room like a hawk. 
JJf^here did you get such a dress?" 

I made it myself. I do everything for myself." 

t was pleasant to find her so different from 

everybody else but I regretted that she spoke so 

1 e. did not ask her questions, she said 

nothing. 

Once more she sat down next to me on the 

couch, and we remained there without speaking, 

o ing tig t to each other, until the old folks 

returned smelling of wax and incense, gravely 
quiet and gentle. ^ ^ 

Supper was a solemn and elevated affair. We 

I^ak^ cautiously, as though afraid of 

awakening someone from a light sleep 

Soon mother energetically undertook my "sec 
ular education: she bought me a few booL one 
of wh.ch was calUd “A Russian Primer.” Fro„; .his 
book I learned the secular alphabet in a few days 
But mother immediatelv had __ ^ 


17 * 
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heart, and this was the beginning of nautual 
torture. 

Her e is the first verse I had to learn: 

A winding road, an endless road, 

A road past fields and man*s abode^ 

Tslo pic^ or spade the path has laid, 

But countless hoofs the bed have made, 

W^hen I recited it I always said ""binding^ 
instead of “winding," “blade" instead of “spade" 
and “by" instead of “but." 

But just think," protested my mother, “how 
could a road be 'binding, * silly? ‘^Jf^inding^—that s 
what you must say." 

I understood, and yet I kept saying “binding," 
to my own consternation. 

Mother became angry and insisted that I was 
stubborn and stupid. That was a very bitter accu¬ 
sation to hear, and I strained every effort to re¬ 
member the accursed lines. Mentally I recited 
them without a mistake, but when I said them 
out loud I invariably mixed up the words. I came 
to hate these illusive lines, and began to distort 
them for spite, thinking up a whole series of words 
in alliteration, which gave me the greater pleas¬ 
ure the less sense they made. 
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But thi* amusement cost me dear; one day at 
Oie end of a successful lesson, mother asked me to 
recite the poem, and in spite of myself I began 


to mutter: 


A rcjJ u’js sctv^J jrjJ HoweJ with toad, 

Ac pixtes, twixies, fixed the nixies 

* ^ ^ • m * 

1 realized what was happening only too late; 
my mother rose with her hands on the table and 
asked, enunciating each word separately: 

^ here did you get that?" 

I don't know," I answered, thoroughly shocked. 

Ch yes you do! Tell me!" 

Just like that." 

just like what?" 

For fun." 

Get into the corner." 

"VThat for?" 

corner!” she repeated threateningly, 
^'ch corner?" ® ^ 

th« a^^vring, she gave me such a look 

. I completely lost all .,„,e of what I was 

jmg or what she wanted me to do. In the icon 

*' * round table containing a vase £ 

».li. sweet-rcent^I dried flower, ami grasses. In 
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^riottiGr coriicr stood 3. tru.rxl^ covorod with 3 rug, 

A bed occupied the third corner, while the fourth 
was taken up by the door. 

''I don't know what you want me to do/'' I said, 
with a desperate effort to understand. 

She sank into a chair, silently rubbing her brow 
and cheek. 

“Hasn't grandfather ever stood you in the 
corner?'''' 

“When?"" 

At any time,"'' she cried impatiently, striking 
the table twice. 

^^No, not that I remember."" 

Don t you know that it is a punishment—to 
be stood in the corner?"" 

^No. Why is it a punishment?"" 

Dear me!"" she said with a sigh. “Come here."" 

W^hy are you shouting at me?"" I asked, coming 
over. 

^ W^hy do you make a point of mixing up the 

I explained to the best of my ability that when 
I shut my eyes I remembered the poem as it was 
written, but when I said it out loud, other words 
came out. 

^^Aren^t you just making that up?"" 
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I swore I was not, but immediately I beean to 

t.mo I / 7 «ot- Suddenly, taking my 

, recited the poem without a mistake. That 
amazed and overwhelmed me. 

the r ^ flushing, my ears burning. I stood 

and through^myTeLTu^"^ consumed with shame, 
wnh^dtsapporntment, her lipa tighten, her brows 

"What does that meanr she ashed in a strange 

‘t you mutually did make It 


voice. 


up 


-d don’t know, I had no intention to. . . " 

OU re a hard person to deal with " A 

lowering her head. "Go away." ' 

to learn, W m^^ ^ rTwd'o 

destre to distort these rhythmic lines ZT, P 
Afferent words into them grew more f * 

2=™lr„”T“- '• “-“-“5 

Often whole lines r^f rt , ones. 

visual memory however mud drS'ole^'! 

caused me partLlar “eulr >' “ “““ 
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Ill late at night from early morn, 

Old folk^s and orphans and widows 
for a crust ’neath the windows. 

I &Iw&ys left out tfic tfiird line* 

Stretch out their hands and in voices forlorn. 

In exasperation my mother told my grandfather 
about my freaks of memory. 

Spoiled, that's what he is!" he said angrily. 
There's nothing wrong with his memory; knows 
all the prayers better than me. His memory's like 
stone—once a thing's cut into it, it's there for 
good. Try giving him a licking!" 

My grandmother confirmed his opinion. 

He remembers fairy tales and songs, and songs 
be the same as poetry." 

this was true, and I felt that I was to blame, 
ut as soon as I undertook the learning of a poem, 
other words would come crawling out like a flock 
roaches and line themselves up; 

j\light and morning, to our g<ite. 

Cripples, orphans come and wait, 

^H^ait and whine and beg for bread, 
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Take It to Petrovna’s shed. 

Sell tt for her cows, and then 

f f ^ / 



At night 


ow drunken in the glen. 


I would tell heV aM grandmother, 

and all that Im ' el^Td 

would laugh, but moatly ahe rLron"‘”“ '''' 

yo ^ ~ But 

y u hadn t ought to make fun of be^ears Th • . 
was a bepoar ar.rJ .. ^'=^sg2rs. <^hrist 

I reni?er.; " 

i replied by muttering: 

^^ggars I hate. 

And grandfather too. 

So help me God 

can I do 




To escape my fate. 

And grandfather’s rodl 

y your tongue wither at *L 

wicked boy I" excl^- J * roots, 

your „a„/f grandmother. ' 

y ^ grandfather hears it?" 

■Let him!" 

Why ever should von ' 

poor mother? Hard enough it^L'^r^^T^ 

you making l, gra„dmoth"r'"‘''° 






ut 
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"Why is it hard for her?"" 

"Hold your tongue! It's not for you to under- 
stcHid siicli 

O 

I know it’s grandfather that. ...” 

"Hold your tongue, I tell you!” 

I was unhappy almost to the point of despair, 
but for some reason I wanted to hide the fact. 
And so I became bold and unruly. My mother’s 
lessons increased and became more difficult. I had 
no trouble with arithmetic, but I could not bear 
to write and understood nothing about grammar. 
The thing which oppressed me above everything 
else was the knowledge that my mother was so 
miserable living in my grandfather’s house. She 
ecame more gloomy with every day, looking upon 

everyone with alien eyes and sitting for hours 

at the window gazing into the garden, seeming to 

wither away. Tiie first few days after her arrival 

she was quick and full of life, but now there 

were dark circles under her eyes and she neglected 

her appearance, going about the whole day long 

in a wrinkled, unbuttoned blouse without combing 

her hair. It hurt me to see her so unattractive, 

she who always should have been neat and clean 

and beautiful, the most beautiful person in 
the world. 
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During our lessons she stared past me at tU 

-we.. sj“w ::i:xTLrj:r r 

mother should he more in.t fU l ^ ^^elmgs; a 
the mothers in fairy tales. ^ ^ ^ 

One day I said to her- 

ii A • 






Are you unhappy with us? 

I aTso”!**'*' TT '■'P'^‘1 sharply 

paring to do something which frLl 5 P”' 

mother and my mother^ Ofte h ® m “Y grand- 

self up With Ly l;,;e?i ':2 ’f*' '’to- 

like shepherd Nika ' u ^*00111 and screech 
On one U oc^;t“myt^l? 

as m ^ heard throughlut the Lte 

A nat Will never bp n« i-w 
Of - '-vci De, never! 

howled. and my grandfather 

sitting in the S^®*^«^«tother was 

and muttering under he h ^"1 S^'andfather a shirt 

the door slammed she Ustened " 

"Oh Lord she\ 

Suddenly mv ^Tr 

y grandfather rushed into the 
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kitchen, struck my grandmother over the head, 
and hissed as he nursed his stineine hand: 

o o 

''When you going to learn to hold your tongue, 
you old witch? ^ 

"It's a fool you be/^ answered my grandmother 
calmly, adjusting her hair. "Think you're going 
to get me to ho Id my tongue? You can be sure 
I’ll al ways be telling her anything I find out about 
your scheming. . . . 

He threw himself at her and began to pummel 
her head. Grandmother made no resistance, but 
kept saying: 

"G o ahead and beat me, you fool! Harder, 
harder! 


From the bunk where I was sitting I began 
throwing pillows an d bi ankets and boots at him, 
but in his rage my grandfather did not notice it. 
Grandmother fell on the floor, and there he kicked 
her head until he himself stumbled a nd fell , over¬ 
turning a pail of water. He jumped up, spitting 
and sputtering. With a wild glance around, he 
ran out of the kitchen and up to his room in the 
attic. Grandmother got up with a groan, sat 
down on the bench, and began straightening out 
her tangled hair. I jumped down off the bunk on 
the stove. 
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Gather up these pillows and things and put 
them back on the stove." she said angrily. ''A fine 
thing to go throwing the pillows about! Learn to 

be mmdmg your own business! And that old devil 
going off his head like that too!" 

Suddenly she let out a little cry. frowned, and 
c^Il0Q m.0 over 


Look here." she said, lowering her head. "What 
IS it Jiurts so 

I lifted her heavy hair and discovered that a 
airpm had been driven into her scalp. I pulled it 
out and found another, I went weak all over. 

better call mother." I said. "I'm afraid " 
^hat you saying—'I'll call mother!'" she 

Lord ^ the 

the imbedded hairpL Gath rZ all """ 

I helped he, pu„ L t„o J" * 

Does it hurt?" 

bathfi^ ^P^^'ially. Tomorrow I'll heat up the 

you go telling your mother he beat m. 

g die eoaxed tenderly, "They’re angry 


269 


cnougli witli C3,cln otlicr 3.s it is. won^t, now 

will you?''^ 

“No."" 

“Don't forget! Now let's straighten up here. 
Can you see anything on my face? No? That's 
good. So everything's neat as daisies."" 

She began to wipe up the floor, and I said from 
the bottom of my heart: 

You re like one of the saints-they beat you 

and torture you, and you don t p^iy any attention 
to it."" 

W^hat nonsense is that! A saint! A fine place 
to go looking for a saint!"" 

She kept on muttering as she crawled about on 
^11 fours, while I sat on the doorstep figuring out 

how I could pay back my grandfather for what 
he had done. 

This was the first time he had shown such 
violence to grandmother in my presence. There in 
the twilight I seemed to see his red face with the 
red hair waving about it. jMy heart was burning 
with indignation, and I suffered from the inability 
to think up a fitting revenge. 

Two days later, on entering his room in the 
attic, I found him sitting on the floor in front of 
an open chest going through some papers. On a 
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this calendar highly allow' ^ prized 

pleased with me. And I a I particularly 

attractive little a C ‘Contemplated those 

ctive little grey figures with a peculiar en, 
others. I wa-s • ii ^ and many 

of Alexei Manof'tt/ ‘"j''"'* 

'h«e hundreds of saints, it hroughr 

oonsolation that there had always be/n r:" 

“ blue paper embossed with 

«veral sheets, quickly ran doLst'aL . f 

the stove anH climbed up on 

taints. When I hadT “".f °f 'be 

^at touched with pityTr'le”' ‘'°7 ^ 

merely cut along the line. j ' ^ 

g the Imes dividing the sheet into 
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squares. Before I had cut up the following line my 
grandfather appeared on the doorstep. 

"Wh o gave you permission to take the cal¬ 
endar? he asked. 

Suddenly he caught sight of the little squares 
scattered over the bunk. He grabbed them up, 
peered at them, discarded them for others, and when 
he realized what was happening, his jaw clamped, 
his beard began to quiver, and he breathed 
so hard that the papers went flying. 

^^W^hat have you done!^*^ he shouted at last, 
yanking me off the stove by the leg. I somersault¬ 
ed into the air, but my grandmother caught me. 

kill youK"^ shrieked my grandfather, pum- 
meling both me and my grandmother. 

Suddenly my mother appeared and I found my¬ 
self in the corner with her in front of me. 

^^Stop this nonsense!'"'^ she cried as she warded 
off grandfather^s blows. *^Come to your senses 

"I"m done for,^^ wailed my grandfather, sinking 
down on the bench by the window. '*You're all 

against me—all of you!'"^ 

“You should be ashamed of yourself for putting 
on such a showT'' came my mother's low voice. 

Grandfather shouted and kicked the bench, his 
eyes tight closed and his beard pointing ridicul- 
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ously toward the ceiling. It seemed to me that he 

really was ashamed of the show he was putting 

on m the presence of my mother, and that was 
why he closed Kis eyes. 

together on some calico 
and the calendar will be better than ever_stron- 

ger sai mother as she straightened out the 

sheets of paper. "See, they're all wrinkled and 
worn and falling to pieces." 

She spoke to him in the same tone she used 
urmg our lessons when I did not understand 
Wdenly grandfather got up, straightened his 

hu dtrott Lrir; 

See that you paste them together today. I shall 
trmg you the other sheets.” 

“H *“rned at the threshold 

rte deserves a licking!" ' 

crooked finger at me. 

does," agreed my mother. "Why did 
you ever do such a thing! ” she asked, he^tg 

-If' 1“” 

g'tin, 1 II cut his beard offi" 

hor CfTl'*'"’ “!!° •*'' of ‘oking off 

ner torn blouse, shook her head ^ 


said, shaking a 
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It s holding your tongue you should be, like 

you promisot.!! she said, spilling in disgust. 

iVlay it swell up so s it can t go ^^'agging any 
more! 

IVIother glanced at her, then turned to me. 
"'WJien did he he<il lier? ” she asked. 

I lave some shame on you, Varvara, asking 
him about such things! It s none oF your busi- 

I 

ness 


"A I 


1 , nu'jlliei, you l')lessecl ci'e^it ure! cried my 
own inotJier, eml>racing her \earmly. 

I hn, line sort K.'tf vi mother for you! bdere, let 
me go. . . . 

I hey looked at e^ich c'ttlier in silence for a min¬ 
ute , tjit'i nu'kveci ap^ii 1 . J\Iy griin<.lfiillier could l.^e 
heaial moving about in tJie entrance way. 

1 I I'm! lju' ver y first (.lay of her arrival, my 
mol her vvas fru'iully with the gay wife of the army 
man, ai kI went to visit her I most ev(.'rv evenin 

^ ^ o' 

I JuMa' slu” met pta^ple fi'oin tiu' liellengs house— 
pit'tly young girls aiul brave ofliceis. IVly grand- 
fat lu'i* di(.l iu>t like this, an(.l often as he sat over 
bis supper in tlie kitchen he wa^uld shake his spoon 
in their diiection ant.! grumble: 

Allot IUM* party on, curse them! I here’ll be no 
sleeping the night through!'^ 
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Soon he osked the tenants to move, and when 
ey had gone he brought two loads of odd furniture 
from somewhere, placed it in the emptv anart. 
ment, and locked the door. 

"Don't need those tenants' any more-going to 
e entertammg guests myself from now on " 

And on Sunday the guests began to arrive 
mong them were grandmother's sister, Matryona 

striDed"^lk”'d°'*'^' laundress wearing a 

1th her came her two sons Vasil; J l 

-n long-haired and dressed in g;e:-:“!n'" 

good-natured fellow; and Victor who had a h 
head anri o r- wno nacl a horsy 

Whilp U ^ace sprinkled with freckles 

Wh.k he was taking off his rubbers out in h 

pe-a p',^i:^rt;-r.- J- ^ 

Unci frightened me. 

brought !^onr “'“‘I “bo 

watcfmaker, iessed"''' 

made him look like a monk. He al 

mg in the corner with his head 

side, and one fincro tipped to one 

“haven chin He ” bis cloven, clean- 

ne was dark u- 

at everyone with particu/ar i 

particular intensity. He spoke 

18 * 
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little and constantly repeated the same 
phrase: 

“Please not to trouble yourself—it"s all the 
same. ... 

When I first saw him I suddenly remembered 
the time, long ago (we were still living on Novaya 
Street), when I had heard the drums beating omi¬ 
nously out in the road and seen a high blach cart 
surrounded by soldiers and people move from the 
jail to the public square. On a bench in the cart 
sat a man with a round cap on his head and chains 
on his hands that jingled with the swaying of 
his body. A black sign hung about his neck with 
something written on it in large white letters. The 
man's head hung down as though he were read¬ 
ing it. . . . 

"This is my son," said my mother, introducing 
me to the watchmaker, but I edged away in fright, 

holding my hands behind my back. 

"Please not to trouble yourself," he said, stretch¬ 
ing his mouth to his right ear in a frightful 
way. Catching me by the belt, he yanked me to¬ 
ward him and whirled me about with a quick, 

deft mo veme nt. 

"He's all right, a sturdy chap," he said in ap¬ 
probation as he let me go. 
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^ I took up my position in a leather armchair 
large enough to sleep in. Grandfather always boast- 

ed that this chair had belonged to Prince Gruzin 

sky. From the corner I observed with what an effort' 
the grownups tried to be jolly and how strangely 
and suspiciously the watchmaker changed his 
facial expressions. His face was thin and greasy, 
all melted and running. When he smiled, his thick 
bps shifted to the right and his little nose moved 
like a dumpling in a stew. His large, protruding 
ears also moved, now rising along with the brow 
above his one eye, now sliding toward his cheek- 
bones, and It seemed to me that if he so desired 
he could fold them over his nose like hands. 

ometimes with a sigh he would stick out his dark 

ittle tongue, as round as a pestle, drawing circles 

n.y off 'hi “ 

likTk' drank tea with rum, which smelled 

tuT I r" 8-ndmother" 

ar They ate seasoned rarenets and honey cakes 
w.th poppy seeds. They swelled and sweated and 

fiU ^y ^arh““th^‘'T'''^ 

y back m their chairs, flushed and 
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L>lo<itccl, tind Icizily cisKcd LJnclc YaKov to play 
for tliein. 

He bent over bis guitar and strummed it as be 
sang in bis unpleasant voice, 

Oh, tvc lived as best tve could, 

L^ots of noise, but little good. 

Ca -a-a me the lady from Kaz^an, 

L^ookifig f^r another man. . . . 

I found tbis a very sad song, and my grand- 
mot be r said: 

"'Sing sometbing else, Yakov—a true kind of 
song. Remember tbe songs tbey used to sing, 
Motr ya? 

^^Tbe re^s a new style in songs tb ese days, my 
dear,^^ said tlie lain idr ess wi tb an impressive rustle 
of ber dress. 

IVIy uncle stared at my grandmotber tbrougb 
b a If-closed eyes as tbougb sbe were far away, and 
continued plucking out bis gloomy tune and sing- 
ing his ugly words. 

My grandfather was carrying on a secret con¬ 
versation witb tbe watchmaker, demonstrating 
sometbing witb bis fingers. Tbe latter lifted bis 
brow, glanced in my mother *s direction, nodded, 
and a subtle change spread over bis liquid face. 
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Mother was sitting with the Sergeyevs as nsu.l, 
speak,„g to Vasili in a quiet, serious voice. 

m.m. Have to think about that," he said 
u'lth a sigh. 

Victor gave a well-fed smile, shuffled his feet 
and suddenly began to sing in a thin voice: 
Andrei-papa, Andrei-papa. . . 

Everyone stopped talking and glanced at him. 

He got that from the theayter," explained his 
mother proudly. "They sing that in the theayter." 

able/memor. 

ius' in his appearance a. noon, 

Lmhel ■ h”*” ' "'y mother's 

h k unravel an old beaded embroidery 

then the door was suddenly Hung open and grand! 

r i-* >ong eLugh 

‘Varya, he's come!" 

h'ly mother did not stTrf r-»e- 

I Start or move a musrlf^ A 

fMhrsairsHemnT; 

moXrtXuy;;:::r-; 

at htm and without getting up. * 

Conte along, and God bless you. Don', start 
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arguing. He’s a steady man, a master at his job, 
and he II make a good father for Alexei. 

Grandfather spoke with unwonted importance 

and kept stroking his thighs with his hands, while 

his elbows quivered as though his arms wanted 

to stretch forward and he was struggling to keep 
them back. ^ 

I have already told you that that would never 
be, said my mother calmly. 

Grandfather strode over to her with his arms 
ahead of him like a blind man. 


“Come along or I'll drag you along—by the 

hair! he shouted hoarsely, bristling all over. 

You II drag me?" said my mother, rising. Her 

face was white and her eyes narrowed menacingly. 

Quickly she began to take off her skirt and blouse. 

When she remained in only her petticoat, she said 
to my grandfather; 


"All right, drag me along!" 

He bared his teeth and shook his fist, 
on your clothes, ^/"arvara^" 


fttother pushed him away and went to the 

door. 

Well, are you coming?" she cried. 

I II disown you!" hissed my grandfather, 
"Tm not afraid. Well?" 
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She opened the doer, but he grabbed the hem 
of her slip and fell on his knees. 

"You II come to an awful end, Varvara, you she. 

devil. Don t disgrace me. Mother! Motherl^" he 
wailed. 

Grandmother had already barred mother’s way 

and was shooing her bach into the room like a 
chicken. 

You fool of a Varka!" she muttered. "Get back 
you shameless wench!" 

When she had her bach in the room, she put the 

With o"e h' d°°b 

•he shook the other Tt b 

me other at him menacingly. 

She "sat h senseless creature!" 

open. hanging 

mmw'"'” a. my 

I won't go out to him, do you hear?" vl 

mother as she picked up her^lth:: 
ran^other pushed me off the coi 

Go bring a dipper of water, quick. - 

*Po^e almost in a whisper but calm I ^ 

‘periouslv. Irs.__ ‘ calmly and 




imperiously I ran o . 7*^"- “in'mly and 

y- ran out tnto the entranceway, from 
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where I could hear someone walking slowly up and 
down in the front room. 

''Tomorrow Tm leaving!^ I heard my moth- 
er say. 

I w'eni into the kitchen and sat down at the 

window as in a dream. 

My grandfather sitiffled and groaned, my grand¬ 
mother muttered under her breath, then T door 
slammed and all was quiet and terrifying. Sudden¬ 
ly remembering what I had been sent for, I dipped 
up some water and went out into the entranceway. 
From the front of the house appeared the watch¬ 
maker with drooping head, stroking his fur cap and 
making hoarse sounds. He was followed by my 

grandmother with her handscrossed on herstomach, 
bowing and saying quietly: 

"You yourself can understand—no forcing a 
person to like you."’'’ 

He stumbled through the door and out into the 
yard, while grandmother crossed herself and stood 

theie trembling all over, laughing or crying_I 

couldn’t make out which. 

W’hat s the matter? I asked, running over 
to her. 


She snatched the dipper out of my hands, wet¬ 
ting my feet and crying; 
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How far did you go to fetch this water? Lock 
the doorf" 

She went back into my mother's room, and I 

into the kitchen, from where I could hear them 

groaning and sighing and muttering, as though they 

were pushing a weight beyond their strength from 
one place to another. 

It was a fine day with long rays of winter sun 

coming through the frosted panes of the two win¬ 
dows. T^he table was laid for dinner, and shone with 
pew er dishes as well as with the decanters contain¬ 
ing go den kvass and grandfather's vodka, green 
^om the wort and cowslip added for flaLur. 
rough a thawed circle of windowpane I caught a 

f x;';' -He 

g SI ver caps offence posts and birdhouses 

My captured birds played in sun.flooded ca.es 

finches chirped nrerriiy, the bultcheT chaf 

and b ‘h' ^ “"8- Sn. thJ 

n-re and br.ghtness of this silvery day brought nre 

J y- Ihe day was unwanted Evervihincr 

rrr •' z: 

just as I was taking down the casyec rr. j ' i 
came bustling into th^ Ic-t 7 grandmother 

on the thighs ad • ‘ ^ slapping herself 

ghs and crying as she ran to the stove; 
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"Curses on all of you, devil take you! Ah, what 
an old fool you are, Akulinaf'’^ 

She took the pirog out of the oven, struck the 
burnt crust with her fingers, and spat in vexation. 
Burnt to a cinder! There’s warming it up for 

you! Phooh, demons, the whole bunch of you_ 

may you blow up and float away! What you sit¬ 
ting there goggling at, you owl! I d like to smash 
the lot of you like cracked jugs!'’"’ 

She began to cry, turning the pirog from side 

to side, tapping the dry crust, watering it with 
enormous tears. 

My mother and grandfather came into the 

kitchen, and she flung the ruin on the table, causing 
the dishes to rattle. 

"Just see what’s happened, all on account of 
you, devil take you!^^ 

IVIy mother, now in a calm and merry mood, 
embraced her and coaxed her to forget it. Grand¬ 
father looked tired and wrinkled as he took his 
place at the table, tied his napkin around his neck, 
squinted his swollen eyes in the sun, and muttered: 

All right, forget it! We ve tasted pirog before. 
The Lord s a bit of a miser—pays for years in 

minutes and doesn t believe in interest. Sit down, 
Varya... forget it!" 
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It was as though his mind had been touched 
All during the dinner he talked about God and the 
impious Ahab and the trials and tribulations 

ofbeing a father. Grandmother angrily interrupt- 

ed him: ^ 

Co ahead and eat and don't talk so much " 
she said. ' 


she 


lather laughed, her clear eyes shining. 

Well, were you frightened a while ago?"^ 
asked as she gave me a nudge. 

I had not been very much frightened, but now 

elt uneasy and could not understand what had 
happened. 

They ate much and long, as was usual on Sun¬ 
days. It was difficult to believe that these were the 
same people who half an hour ago had been shout- 
ing at each other on the verge of a fight, sobbing 

In r ,,'"1 r ‘ keliev. that 

e&rt I 

in A L "yi-g “"tl shout, 

u^g and the scenes which Bared up so often and 

asT r.’" n"- ' «> 

neart as I had at first. 

Rus.s.^°"^ afterwards I came to understand that 

of theT'lives" rughtl '^" 

ves, sought diversion in grief, playing 
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It up like children, and rarely feeling ashamed of 
their misfortunes, 

When life is monotonous, even grief is a wel 
come event, even a fire is diversion. 

A wart is adornment to a vacuous face. 


XI 

After this incident, my mother became strono 

and erect and the head of the household, while 

my grandfather became quiet and unobtrusive, 
not at all like kinisclf. 

He almost never left the house, sitting alone in 

attic reading a mysterious book called Afon-s 

nffui >y y Fill her. He kept this book in his 
s rongbox under lock and key, and I had often ob¬ 
served that before taking it out he always washed 
Hs hands. The book was small and thick and 
ound in tan leather. On the bluish title page was 
llie following inscription in faded ink: 

“To tJie honourable Vasili Kashirin with the 
fondest regards and gratitude." 

signed by a strange name ending in a 
flourish representing a bird in flight. My niand- 

atber would carefully open the heavy leather 

eovei, put on his silver-framed spectacles, and 
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gaze for long at this inscription as he twitched 

htsnose to adjust his glasses. More than once I 

asked h,m what the book was,, hut he always 
answered impressively: ^ 

That is not for you to know. Just wait a bit 

-y ^acoon 

He began to speak less often and more ^entlv 

IZZ ■ >■' -uwlsten 

attentively, muttering and making little vesture, 
-h^his hand and blinking his fyes likf Unc7e 

His trunks were fit 11 r^f 
costumes: brocaded skirts sMi^r^ a«raordinary 

with pearls, bright kercLfs - '4 

Mordovian necklaces and beads 0 / 

■■oom and spread it 

When my mother admired the fi l 

and finer tha richer 

tut peonle liv^ad • f clothes were richer, 

P opie l.ved simpler and more friendly. But 




Sarafani _I 


... long, sleeveless dres.,^,- l l- . 

head-dresses.—rr. 


2$7 


I suppose there's no going back! Try them on— 
dress yourself up. . . Z'" 

One clay mother went into the next room and 
returned wearing a dark blue sarafan embroidered 
in gold, and a pearl Head-dress. 


Does it please your grace?^^ she 
low to my grandfather. 

Grandfather gasped, beamed all 
walked around her waving his arms 
ing indistinctly, as in a dream: 


said, bowing 

over, and 
and mutter- 


Ah, Varvara, if only you were rich and there 
were decent people around!"'^ 

IVIy mother had taken up her quarters in the 
two rooms at the front of the house, and she often 
entertained guests. Most frequent were the Maxi¬ 
mov brothers, Pyotr, a huge, handsome officer with 
a large blond beard and blue eyes—the same in 
whose presence grandfather had given me a beating 
that time for spitting on the old gentleman s head; 
Vevgeni, who was also tall, but pale and long-leg¬ 
ged, with a pointed little black beard. He had 
eyes like sloes and always wore a green uniform 
with gold buttons and gold insignia on his narrow 
shoulders. He had the habit of tossing back his 
long, wavy hair from his high forehead and smil¬ 
ing condescendingly. He was forever telling some- 
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thing m a husky voice, crawling up on what- 
ever he had to say with the inevitable phrase: 
You see, the way I look at it. . . 

My mother would listen to him with half-closed 
eye^ often tnterrupting him with a laugh- 

You're st.ll a child. Yevgeni Vasilyevich, if 
you 11 forgive my saying so. ..." 

"That’s what—a childl" the Krcr<-u 
co^oborate, with a slap on the knee for emphasis. 

e l^ristmas holidays passed in noisy mer. 
rtment. Almost every evening my mother and her 

costumes and went 
vsiting. Mother's costume was always the finest 

tvery time the gay company went out the gate 

the house seemed to sink into the earth; everything 

moveTth rt Soiet. Grandmothe? 

moved through the rooms like an old goose tidying 

at the"t‘ ' "arming his back 

11 '"“'•'tmg to himself: 

We'll' ’ ' have her own way 

We II see what'll come of it. ..." ' 

and s"h^^'r holidays mother took me 

father had marrW a"!; 
stepmother had taken 

him. She beat h' “ ‘mmediate dislike to 

im so o ten that grandmother 

19—659 2S9 


insisted on grandfather's taking him to live w ith 
us. We attended school for about a month. Of all 
I was taught during that time I can remember 
only one thing—that when asked what my name 
was, it was not sufficient to answer; 

Peshkov/^ 

I had to say: 

''My name is Peshkov/^ 

Nor could I say to the teacher: 

Don t you go shouting at me, mister. I'm not 
afraid of you. . . 

I immediately disliked school. My cousin, on 
the other hand, liked it from the very start and 
made many friends. But one day he happened 
to fall asleep during the lesson and cried out in 
his sleep: 

"No I wo-on^t!^^ 

When he woke up, he asked permission to leave 
the classroom, for which the other boys teased him 
mercilessly. The next day, on reaching the gully 
at the Sennaya Square on our way to school, he 
stopped and said: 

"You go on without me. I'm not going to 
school today. I'd rather go for a walk/'^ 

He squatted down, buried his books in the 
snow, and went away. It was a bright January day 
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with the whole world glittering with sunlight. I en¬ 
vied my cousin, but grit my teeth and went on for 
mother s sake. Naturally the books Sasha had 
buried in the snow were stolen, so that he had real 
reason for not going to school on the following day. 

On the third, my grandfather found out about his 
truancy. 

Both of US were put on trial: behind the kitchen 

table sat my grandfather, my grandmother, and 

my mother for the cross-examination. I remember 

the funny answer Sasha gave to my grandfather’s 
question: 

JHow IS It you never reached the schoolhouse?" 

“I forgot where it was." he said, looking my 

grandfather straight in the face with his timid eyes. 
“You forgot?" 

Yes. I looked and looked for it. ." 

You should have followed Alexei; he remem¬ 
bered." 

“I lost sight of him." 

*Of Alexei?" 

“Yes." 

“How could you do that?" 

Sasha thought a moment, then answered with a 

sigh: 

There was a blizzard—I couldn’t see anything." 
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Everybody laughed, because the weather had 
been clear and sunny. Sasha also gave a faint smile, 
but my grandfather bared Ids teeth and said sar- 
cast ically: 

*'Coiddn^t you have held onto his hand or his 
belt 

'' I did, but th e wind tore me loose.^'’ 

He spoke slowdy and hopelessly; I felt uncom¬ 
fortable listening to that clumsy, useless lying and 
could not understand his stubbornness. 

They gave us a licking and hired an old retired 
fireman with a twisted arm to escort us to school. 
He w^as to see that Sasha did not wander from the 
path to knowdedge. But all w^as in vain. When w^e 
reached the gully on the following day, my cousin 
took off one of his felt boots and hurled it to the left, 
he took off the other and hurled it to the right, and 
made off across the square in his stocking feet. 
The old man gasped and set out after the boots. 
W^hen he had found them, he led me home in fright. 

All day long my mother and grandmother 
searched the towm for therunaw'ay, finding him that 
evenincr in Chirkov s saloon near the monastery, 

O ^ 

entertaining the public by dancing for them. They 
brought him home and did not even beat him, so 
overwhelmed were they by the boy’s persistent 
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silence He lay beside nxe on ,he bunk kicking 
h.s feet m the air and saying quietly: * 

does^'"; I-' -e, my father 

Wh U °u I™’ doesn’t love me 

fro J * °“d* '■'“1 »>« 

m grandmother where the robbers live and run 

away to them. Then you’ll all be sorryl Let’s vo 
together, shall we?" ^ ^ 

I could not run away with him. At that time 1 
had another aim in life_,„ become an officer 
With a great, blond beard—and so it wf, 

j ^ approval 

chief of th\^rbblr!'aTdyo^^^^ an officer I'll be 

One of us 'II hill the other, or else taki hi 
I -uidn't hill you for anything « ^ 

Neither would I you." 

On that w concluded our discussion 
Grandmother came in crawled • 

and began to talk to us. ^ the stove 

htik'“'riu.sr"‘“' -y 

denounce Sashato 
g r of an innkeeper. This led her to denounce 
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all stepinothors and stepfathers, and this in turn led 
lier to tell ns tlie story ot the wise licrmit Ion who, 
while still a lad, brought his stepmother before the 
jiidgmeul seal of God, His father, fisherman on 
Bel o VC Lake: 

— Wjs iifiJcnc hy d vtxcntsli tinfe. 

With ale she enticed liitn to drnnl^entiess, 

With a potion she drugged him to sleepiness, 
Then she placed him, asleep, iti an oakcTi sf{tfj, 

In a narrow slyilI, ///je a cojjin bed. 

She herself took oars irrought of maple wood, 
To the depths of the lafe did she row with him, 
Where the wafer ran brooding and lowering, 
Awaiting the deed of the shameless one. 

There she leaned jroni the skiff and utibalaticed it. 
OiTrinrned it, irtfh none to be nut of it, 

Like a stone sank her husband in waters deep, 
While his wife cjiiiekh swam to the forest shore. 
There she fell on the earth, wailing bitterly, 
Feloaning to grieve for (he loss of him, 
hliin she had murdered so cruelly. 

Llearkencd the people and pitted her. 

Wept at her plight, widow*s lot. 

Alas, thou ari young to he widowed so, 
3itter and black ihy unhappiness, 
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But tlK hand of the Lord rules the lives of us. 

And its Me who doth order the death of us. 
It was only her stepson, lonushka, 

Who believed not the tears of his mdchekha. * 
Softly he whispered rebuke to her, 

Holding his hand on the heart of her: 

Oh, thou woman of subtlety, 
Bird-of-the-night, full of treachery: 

Nor believe I thy tears, shed so lavishly: 

he heart in thy breast beats too joyously 
Let us turn to the heavenly judgment seat 
To yAe Lord and the powers of holiness: 
And let one of us take up a whetted knife, 
And hurtle it heavenward forcefully: 

If I be to blame~I shall be slain; 

If thou be to blame—thou shalt be slain. 
Slowly his mdchekha turned to him 
Glanced with a hate^flashing countenance. 

Now on her feet standing steadily, 
ade she retort to him vengefully; 

Fool that thou art, born ere thy time, 

^hhed from the womb of the werewolf! 
What is this talk, of thy fancy bred! 

at are these lies that thy tongue hath 

• C . spread! 

stepmother_ Tr. 
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He ark.eneJ rhe Jolk. trhe had gathered there. 
He dvii that I lie tiiutfer wds evil -charged ^ 

Stletii they glanced, heavy-heartedly, 

Scfily cotiferred on the circumstance. 

Then out stepped an elderly fisherman, 

Bowed to all sides, to his l{lfHred-men, 

Spok^" he these ivords, each with honour weighed: 
Bring me, good people, the whetted blade. 
Here you shall see me take hold of it. 

Into the sky I shall hurtle it, 

Him will it kill irho has acted ill. 
Brought they the k^iife to the ancient one, 
Switng he the blade o'er his hoary head, 

Bird like it soared in the welkiti bright, 

L ong did they wait for return of it, 

Waited an { gaz,ed in the crystal heights, 

Took eff their caps, huddled together, 

Stood there in si let ice, and site tit the night, 

Th eti o'er the lake came the flush of dawn, 

I lushed too the machekha gloatitigly, 

But SUi Uc n the ktiife, like a swallow stvift. 
Swept from the sky to the heart of her. 

Down oti their ktiees dropped the pious folk, 
Praying to God in humility: 

— Pt uiisedbe the Lord Jor His righteousness! 
Then to 16n came the fisherman, 
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Led him away to a hermitage, 

Far away on the rirer called Kerzhenets, 
Near the fabulous city of KUezh. . . .* 

On the next day I woke up covered with rec 
spots. This was the beginning of a siege of small- 
pox. I was put up in the back attic, where for a 
long time I lay blind, my arms and legs tied down 
with wide strips of bandage, enduring horrible night¬ 
mares. As a result of one of them I nearly perished 
The only visitor I had was my grandmother, who 
fed me from a spoon like an infant and told me 
end ess tales and legends. One evening when I was 
well on the road to recovery, so that my arms and 
legs were unbound, though I still wore mittens to 
keep me from scratching my face, my grandmother 
did not coine at the usual time, and this alarmed 
me. Suddenly I seemed to see her lying face down on 
e dusty landing of the attic with her arms wide- 
spread. Her neck was slashed almost in two 
like Unele Pyotr's, while out of the dusty shadow^ 

a large cat crept up on her, greedily rolling its 
green eyes. ® 

Borisoglebsk Uyezd Tambov Gubernia, 

to which the k^rkills tbe ^ 

niother. ^ stepson wlio slandered his 


ing 
step- 


I jumped out of bed, smashed the double win¬ 
dow with my feet and shoulder, and threw myself 
into a snowbank uitder the window. My mother was 

entertaining that evening, so nobody heard me 
break the window, and for some time I lay undis¬ 
covered in the snow. No bones were broken; 

I had only clislocalecl my shoulder and cut myself 

severely on the glass, but the shock caused me to 
. lose th e use of my legs. For some three months I 

was unable to walk and lay in my rootii listening 
to the growing animation in the house, the fre- 

(juent slamming of doors and the constant coming 
and going of people. 

B1 izzards swept over the root; the wind raged 
beyond the attic door, wailing funereally in the 

chimney and rattling the shutters. During the 
day I listened to the cawing of the crows, while on 

quiet nights I could hear the dismal howling of 
wolves in distant fields. To the accompaniment of 

this music, my soul matured. Then shyly and 
quietly, but more insistently with every day, the 

spring came glancing through the window with 
radiant eyes. Cats began to scream and howl on 

the fence, and little spring sounds penetrated the 
walls: the snapping of icicles, the sliding of snow 
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off the roofs, the ringing of the bells, whose chiming 
assumed a solidity it had lacked in winter. 

My grandmother came to see me. Of late her 
words had become more often and more strongly 
scented with vodka. She even began to bring a 
large white teapot with her which she would hide 
under my bed, admonishing me with a wink: 

Don t you go telling your goblin of a grand¬ 
father, pigeon-widgeon! 

“Why do you drink?" 


Shhh! When you grow up you’ll find out." 
Then she would take a swallow from the spout 

of the teapot, wipe her mouth on her sleeve, and 
turn to me with a blissful smile: 


OJ^ell, my fine gentleman, what was it I was 
telling you about yesterday?" 

About my father." 

And where did I leave off? 


_ ^ ^ * 

When I had told her, her rhymic 

flow on for hours. 


speech would 


She herself had begun to tell me about my father 
one day when she was tired and sober and unhappy. 

1 dreamed about your father last night— 
w 1 st mg he was, as he walked through the fields 
with a beech staff in his hand “and a spotted dog 
running after him with its tongue a-lolling. For 
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>onu' I'oasoii Maxim Savvalovovich s been visiting^ 
me ofioii m mv Jreams of late—looks like h 
soul must he w.mJerin^^ about lestl css-liko. . . . 

I or sevei al evenincjs I'vinuin^ she le»Kl me about 
my father, stones as intei est ias all her others. 
My father was the sou of a soklier who had been 
promoted to the rank of olficer am .1 then exiled to 
Sil ><.M*i a fo! cruelty \o lus suboi\lmales. Sc»nicwhere 
llure in Siberia my father was born. Ide had a bars! 



e a ml, when he was still a child, bee an makine 

o O 

attempts to ivni away f i om home. One day his 
fat Iu'I' took a houml tuul seai che«.I the wcto*.ls for 
him as t]iom:;h he were rabbit. Anotlier time after 
(mdinq Jum lu' In'^an to beat him so mercilessly 
ih.il llu' nei^hliours rescucil him an».l hiv I It iiii away, 
"no i) u'Y always beat children? ' I asked. 
'Always,** replied my grandmother 
II is mot Iu*r 1.1 led w hi 'll he was very young, and 
when he was nine years okl, his father also died. 

I le was adopted l^y his godfather, a carpenter, 
who made Jimi a member of the carpenters* guild 
in the town of Perm. Put my father ran away. At 
In st he Ici I iU e blind about the markets, but when 
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he was sixteen lie came to Nizhni-Novgorod and 
began to work for a carpenter on the steamboats 
belonging to Kolchin. By the age of twenty he was 


300 



already a qualified cabinetmaker and upholsterer. 
The shop where he worked was next door to my 
grandfather s house on Kovalikha Street. 

"A low fence, and nimble legs," laughed my 

I.. ^ rya and me, 

picking raspberries in the garden, and all of a sud¬ 
den I looked up and—ffwwtt!—there's your 
father over the fence and me scared out of my wits. 
He came walking toward us through the apple 
trees, a giant of a fellow in a white shirt and plush 
trousers, barefoot and hatless, with a strap holding 
back his long hair. And what do you think he had 
come for? To ask for your mother’s hand! I'd seen 
im before a few times walking past the window 
And whenever I saw him I thought to myself. 
There s a fine fellow for you! 'So when he comes up 
to me I says, ‘How's that you don't know the 
right road, my hearty?' Down on his knees he 
goes. ‘Akulina Ivanovna,’ he says. ‘Here I am 
whole soul of me at your feet. And there's 

^ wedding, for the love of 
rist Now that was something, I tell you I 

Stunned I was, and speechless. I looked up and 

ere s that vixen of a mother of yours hiding be- 

si'™? « raspberry, and making 

g to him, her eyes full of tears. ‘Ah. von 




pleton/ says I. ‘Better to wither away than start 
a thing like this! Have you gone clean out of your 
senses, Va rvara? And as for you, young man, just 
think what you re doing! Is it for you to bend a 
birch this size?' Your grandfather was a rich man 
those days—nothing parcelled out to his children 
yet—owned four houses and money a-plenty, and 
honoured by his fellows. Not long before that they 
had presented him with a uniform and hat all 
fancied up with galloon for bis being nine years 
head of the workshop. Ah, but a proud one he was 
those days! So I says what I has to say, trembling 
with fear the while and my heart like to burst 
a-pitying of them, so downhearted they was. Then 
your father up and says, T know Vasili Vasilye¬ 
vich will never be giving me Varya of his own 
free will, so it's up to me to steal her away, and 
it's here we're wanting your help!' My help, think 
you! I shoo him away, but he don't budge. 'You 
can stone me if you like, but help me you must,' 
says he. T'll not give in!' Here Varvara comes up 
to him and puts her hand on his shoulder 
and says, 'We've been husband and wife for long 
already—since month of May. Only we're in 
need of a wedding.' I collapsed like they had struck 

t 

me! 
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Grandmother's whole body shook with laughter. 

Then she took a pinch of snulF, wiped the tears 

from her eyes, and continued with a happy sigh: 

"You’re too young yet to know the difference 

between being man and wife and holding a wed- 

ding. But it s a dreadful thing when a girl gives 

birth to a child out of wedlock. You just remember 

that when you grow up and never lure a maid into 

such trouble. That'd be a great sin on your soul, 

leaving the maid in misery and the babe without 

the law. See you don’t forget, now! You must show 

pity for a woman and love her with all your heart, 

and not just for the pleasure of it. This is a good 
thing I am telling you." ^ 

She fell into a moment’s meditation before she 
pulled herself together and went on with her story. 

o what was to be done about it? I struck Ma¬ 
xim over the head and yanked Varvara by the 
raids, but then he says a sensible thing: 'Beating 
us won’t undo anything, ’ he says, and she puts in. 
Better to think up a way out and then beat us.’ 
o says to him, 'Got any money? ’ ‘ I had some,' 

d^fl^f'No, • says he, 'nearly a hun- 
• n in those days things were cheap and 
money was worth a lot. I looked at yonr mother 
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and lather standing there—such children 
were! Such little fools! ' 1 hid the ring under a 



board SO S you wouldii t see it, says your mother. 
■We can sell it.’ just like children, weren’t 
they though? Well, however it was, we decitled 
to hold the wedding within the week, and 1 myself 
was to fix it up with the priest. But oh, how 1 
wept, and my heart shivering and shuddering for 
fear of your grandfather, and Varvara all a-tremble. 


Well, we fixed everything up. 

“Only an enemy there was of your father one 

of the master-workmen—a spiteful man. For long 


he had been keeping his eye on them and guessed 

Well, 1 dressed up my only datig 
best I had, led her out the gate, a 


every! H i ng 
ter in the 



there around the corner stood a troika waiting. 
She climbed in, Maxim gave a whistle, and off 
they went. Back home I came with the tears 
flowing, and who should meet me but this fellow, 
the scoundrel! ‘I’m goodhearted, ’ says he, ‘and 
don’t aim to break up their happiness. Only I 
should ask you to let me have just fifty rubles, 
Aktilina Ivanovna.’ I had no money, account 1 
never liked it nor saved it. and fool that 1 be I up 
and says, ‘I have no money, and so 1 can t be 
giving you any!’ ‘Then give me your promise. 
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Says he. ‘My promise? And where shall I be getting 

the money once I promise?' ‘Is it so hard to steal 

from a rich husband?’ says he. It's »me, the ninny, 

should have kept him there talking for a time. 

but I spat m his face and went on my way. He 

ran ahead of me into the yard and—-what a row 
he raised 


She closed her eyes and a faint smile fiitted 
across her face. 

To this day it s a fearful thing to remember 
the recklessness that followed. Your grandfather 
lets out a roar like the beastiest beast—a sorry 
low It was to him! Used to be he'd look at Varvara 
and boast how he'd marry her off to a nobleman 
to ^ bar in. There's your nobleman for you-’ 
t ere s your barin\ But the Holy Virgin knows bet¬ 
ter nor us how the mating's to be done. Your 
grandfather rushed about the yard like he was 
a- re. He calls Yakov and Mikhail, Klim the 
coachman, and that freckle faced master-workman- 

see him take up a cudgel and a weight fastened to 
. . •. a gun. Ours were good, 

them sure, thinks I to myself But here 
Varvara s pardian angel sends me an enlighten¬ 
ment. I take a knife and cut the harness at the 
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staadins: al tlie altar tnari 

o 



i { 



shaft, thinking it will snap on tlie roasl. And so it 
did. The shaft swung loose, nearly killing your 
anv.lfathcr and iN'^ikhail and Klun. But it held 
tlicm ap, so wKoii iKcy roacHcd tlic cliurcn V. rya 

anti Maxim were 
already, thank the Lord! 

7c!l, so onr men threw themselves at Maxim, 

hilt he was a hefty fellow, IVlaxim not many s 
given the strengtli he had. He hurls Mikhad off 
the altar, damaging his arm, and knoeks out 
Klim, so your graiulfather anti Yakov and that 
master-workman fear to come neat him. 

“But Maxim keeps his heatl, spite his fury. 
‘Put down that cudgel there,’ he says to your 
grantlfaiher. ‘I'm a j'tcace-loving fellow and what 
I've taken, it’s by the grace of Ciod and ito man s 
cTot llie right (o take it away from me. Anti that s 
all I’ll he asking ol you!'Our men fell hack, and 
grantllather sits iw the buggy and shouts, ‘Fare¬ 
well, Varvara! You're ito longer a daughtei of 
mine, ami I never want to see you again! It’s all 
the same to me whether you're alive or dead! 

He came home—gave me a healing, ^ 

cussing, hut I just grunted and said nothing. 
I knew it'll all blow over, ami what had to hi, 
wouhl he. After that he says to me. Look here, 





Akulina, don't you forget that your daughter's 
gone for good—you have no more daughter here 
nor anywheres else, understand?' And I keeps 
jinking to myself, ‘Go on lying, you redhead' 
Vour temper's fast, but it won't last.'" 

I listened with bated breath. I was surprised by 
certain parts of her story—grandfather had de- 

mother's wedding quite differently 
He had been opposed to the wedding and had not 
allowed my mother into his house afterwards, but 
according to his account, the wedding had not been 

secret and he himself had been present. I hesitated 

to ask grandmother which version was correct 

romantic. 

roc e ac and forth as she spoke, increasing 

P^ts, and ramng one arm as though warding off a 

b ::s? hr *■«'-vy 

rows trembimg and a warm smile playing in the 

the blind • L , I was touched by 

atntk *• ' everything, but 

words If ”rteLr““'"^ 

Mel'^Iwly wetVr "t'J' ‘ 

tk_ y Varya and Maxim, but then 

y sent a little boy to tell me. The next Saturday 
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I set out like l was going to vespers, but instead I 
went to see them. They were living far away in the 
wing of a home on Suyetinsky Street, All kinds of 
workmen were living in the yard—dirty it was, 
and noisy, but they paid no attention, just went on 
purring and playing together like a pair of happy 
kittens. I brought them some presents—tea and 
sugar and cereals and jam and flour and dried 
mushrooms and some money—don't remember 
how much—whatever I could steal from 


granc 


Ifath 


er 


no harm in stealing Ion 


your 
s it's not 


yourself! But your father would have none of it. 
Ts it beggars we are?' he asked, hurt-like. And 
Varya takes up the tune: 'Now why did you have to 
bring all that stuif, ma?' 1 gave it to them all 
right! Tt's a God-given mother I am to you, you 
simp,' I says to him, and a blood mother to you, 
you little fool! Where's it written you can insult 
your own mother? Once you insult your mother 
here below, you cause God s mother to weep up 
above!' So then Maxim grabs me up in his arms 
and carries me around the room—even does a 
jig with me—strong as a bear he was! And Varya 
struts around proud as a peacock of that husband 
of hers, and starts talking gr^indly about their 
'home' like an honest-to-goodness housewife 
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split your sides to listen! And the vairushki she 
served with tea? Break the teeth of a wolf! And 


the cottage cheese? Like so much gravel! 

So that s how it goes on for a long time. You 
were about to put in your appearance, and still 
grandfather keeps mum—stubborn creature he is^ 
the old goblin! I kept on sneaking off to them and 
he knew it, but made believe not to. Nobody in 
our house was allowed to mention Varvara’s 


name, and no one did, nor me either, but all the 
time 1 knew a father’s heart couldn't hold out 


------- 

or And sure enough the time came-—one 

night when a blizzard was raging and the wind 
tearing at the window like a pack of wolves, the 
chimneys screaming, and all Hell’s devils turned 
loose. Your grandfather and me were lying there 
side by side unable to sleep and I up and says to 
him, 'A dreadful night for the poor,’ I says, 'and 
still worse for them as has trouble on their mind ’ 
Suddenly grandfather says, 'How they getting 
a ong? 'Right enough,’ I says. 'Not bad at all ’ 
‘And who do you think I’m asking about?' he 

ft * . ^‘‘’Jg^ter Varvara and our son-in-law 

axim 'How did you guess it was about them? ’ 
‘Enough of this comedy, father,’ says I. ‘Time to 
qnit the game—who’s it making happy?’ He 
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gives a big sigh. ‘An, you devils, you! You little 
red devils! be says. Tben be asks, ’ But wbat about 



^ a \v ki ne 

o o 


fool' 


meaning your 



r 


IS 


be sure enough sucb a fool fool, Aays I, ds bim 
as dots no woik tind lives at otbcr peo|sle s expense 
If you d bave a look at your Yakov and IVIikbail, 
now aren t tbey tbe ones to be called fools? 


^^'C^bo does tbe w'ork and brings in tbe money in 
our bouse? You. And a lot of belp you get from 
* blere be starts cursing me out callincr nie 
a fool and a bitcb, and a barpy and a beldam, 
and goodness knows wbat all! But I say notbing. 
‘How you ever could be taken in by a fellow as 
nobody knows where be came from or wbat be\s 
like! be says. Still I keep mum until lie’s worn 
out, tben I says, 'You might go bave a look bow 
tbey re g^^tting along. They re living together 
fine, I says. '^lYby sliould I do them sucli honour? 
says he. 'Let them come here. ’ A ell, when be says 
that, I just break down and cry with joy, and be 
starts unbraiding my hair—loved to play with my 
hair, be did. 'W^ell, don’t go bawling, old woman, 
be mutters. 'Think I haven’t got a heart at all?' 

O 

He used to be a good soul, your grandfather, 
afore lie got the idea be was smarter than anybody 
else—after that be became mean aiikl stupid. 






oo they came to see us—your mother and 
father—on Absolution Sunday. So big they both 
was, so clean and handsome! I\/Iaxim stands tio 
^^®te next to your grandfather, and your grand¬ 
father comes just up to his shoulder. ‘Don't think, 

Vasih Vasilyevich, ’ says Maxim, 'that I’ve come to 

get a dowry. No indeed. I ve only come to pay my 
respects to my wife's father.' That pleased your 
grandfather, and he laughed and says, ‘Aha! So 
that's the kind of a rascal you are! Well, enough 
of this nonsense. Time you came to live with me.' 
Maxim frowned. ‘That's up to Varya,' he says. 
'Whatever she wants—makes no difference to 
me. Then they started arguing again—and no 
stopping them. I kept winking at that father of 
yours and kicking his foot under the table, but he 
would have his own way! Fine eyes he had—clear 
and bright, and dark brows over them. Sometimes 
he'd pull his brows down over his eyes and his 
(ace d become hard as stone and then he wouldn't 
listen to a soul but me. I loved him ever so much 
more than my own sons and he knew that, and 
ove me too. Used to hug me up or take me in 
his arms and carry me around the room saying, 

^ou re the only real mother I've got— like Mother 
harth, he d say. 'I love you more than I do Var- 





vara! ' Your mother was a lively little vixen those 
clays. She d rush at him and shout, ‘How dare 
you say such a thing, you son of a turnip, you 
cabbage ears!' And the three of us'd go chasing each 
other round the room, having a grand time! 
Happy days they were, pigeon-widgeon! He could 
dance like nobody else too, and knew so many 
fine songs—learned them from blind beggars, and 
nobody can sing like the blind. 

'^Well, so they moved into the wing facing the 
garden; that's where you were born—just at 
noon. Your father comes home to lunch, and there 
you are to greet him. He all but ^v'ent off his 
head with happiness, and as for your mother— 
he squeezed her up like it was the hardest job in 
the world to go having a baby! He sets me up on 
his shoulder and carries me through the yard to 
report to your grandfather the arrival of another 
grandson. Even grandfather took to laughing. 
‘What a devil you are, Maxim!' he says. 

But your uncles didn't like him—he didn't 
drink, was sharp with his tongue and clever at 
thinking up all kinds of tricks. It's those tricks 
were his undoing! Once during Lent a high 
wind sprang up, and suddenly there was such a 
frightful whistling and howling through the house 





that everybody was scared out of their wits. 

Your grandfather goes running around yelling to 

light all the icon lamps and start praying. Then 

all of a sudden everything became dead quiet, 

and that was more fearful than ever. Your Uncle 

Yakov guessed the truth: ‘That,’ he says, ‘will 

be Maxims doing!’ And sure enough, Maxim 

himself told us later how he lined up different 

bottles on the attic window so’s the wind would 

go howling through. ‘You better watch your step, 

Maxim!' warned your grandfather, ‘or you’ll be 

getting sent back to Siberia with those tricks of 
yours! * 


Came a winter so cold the wolves crept in 
from the steppes. One day there’s a dog missing, 
the next a horse gets a fright, or a drunken sentry 
IS found chewed to death. A lot of trouble they 
made, those wolves! Your father would take his 
gun, put on some skis, and be off in the night He 
always came bach with a wolf or two. He’d skin 
them and stuff them and put in glass in their eyes 
so s you couldn't tell them from live ones. One 
nig t your ncle Mikhail goes out to the privy 
and all of a auddon ho conaea running bach wi^h 
ys popping, h,a hair standing on and, his tongue 
ging out so 8 he can't even speak. He gets all 
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twisted up in his pants and falls down, gasping. 
*A wolf!' Everybody grabs up the first thina 
comes to hand and runs to the privy. Sure enough, 
there's the head of a wolf sticking out of the hole. 
They shoot it and beat it, but the wolf stays 
right where it is. So they creeps upon it—nothing 
but an empty hide with a stulfed head and the 
front legs nailed to the toilet scat! Your grand- 
fathe r was mighty mad at Maxim that time — 
powerful mad he was! Soon Yakov starts joining 
your father in his tricks. Maxim would make a 
head out of cardboard, paint in the eyes, and 
nose, and mouth, and stick on some oakum for 
hair. Then he and Yakov \1 go down the street and 
poke tJiis scarecrow in people’s windows. Naturally 
the neighbours got scared and raised a row. Other 
times they'd dress themselves up in sheets. Once 
they scared the priest; he ran to the sentry, the 
sentry aI.so got scared and gave the alarm. They 
were forever pranking it like this and no talking 
them out of it. I told them to quit it and so did 
Varya, but they wouldn t listen. Maxim would 
just laugh and say what fun it was to sec people 
lose their heads an>.l start running account of 
some idiotic trifle. Just try to make him see 
^scnse. , . , 



Well, so this mischief nearly hiusheJ Imn 
Your Uncle Mikhail s l.ke lus father—mean a.ul 
always harbouring a grudge, and he set his ann on 
getting rid of your father. One day, the beginning 
of winter, they were returning from a v.s.'i—four 
of them—Maxim, your uncles, and the deacon 
the lost his place later for beating a coachman to 

death). They came down YamTaya Street a.ul got 

your father to go with them to Oukov Pond_ 

like as if they wanted to go sliding there. Hut once 

they reached the pond, ijieypuslied Inm through a 

oe m the ice—seems I told you about that 
already, . . 

JX^hat makes my uncles so wicked/ ’ 

It s not they’re wicked," replied my grand- 
^ caimiy as she took a pmch ol snulf. 
They re just stupid. Mishka’s sly and stup.d 

while Yakov s just one of your milksops_W ell 

so they push him iu, mul J,o comes up .uui 

grabs ,he edge of .ho .co, ,hoy s.amp l,i, 

fingeos With .heir boo.s. Luchy ho „as sjboc auj 

y ere drunk. Somehow, with God’s help he 

managed to stay i,, ,1,,, 

roa .e w d, they threw ice at his liea.l, but I,it 
hun Utey eouldn t and soon .hey wen aw y 

figur.ng he d drown without .heir l.elp, Bu. I'e 

t?/5 




crawled out and ran straight to the police_the 

headc^uarters is right there on the sc^uare, you 
know. The sergeant knew him and all our family, 
so he asked how it happened.^'' 

Grandmother crossed herself and murmured 
gratefully: 

May the Lord give peace to his soul, the soul 
of Maxim Savvateyevich, righteous man, and well 
deserving! Never a word did he tell the police ?s 
to what happened. A.11 niy fault, he says—went 
to the pond drunk and fell through the hole. But 
the sergeant says he s lying—he never drinks. 
They rub him down with vodka there in the sta¬ 
tion house, dress him in dry clothes, wrap him in 
a fur coat and bring him home—the sergeant and 
two o th ers. Y akov and Mikha il aren't home yet— 
doing the saloons to the glory of their parents. 
Your uiother and me can hardly recognize IVIa- 
xim— all blue, ami his fingers smashed, and the 
blood running down, and something like snow on 
his temples, only it (.lon't melt and turns out to 
be his hair gone white. 

**Var vara screams, ‘What have they done to you, 
M axim ?' Th e sergeant goes nosing aVound, asking 
questions, at\d I feel in my heart things are bad. I 
hook Varvara up with the sergeant while I try to 








get the truth out of Maxim. 'Go find Mikhail and 


Yakov,' he whispers. 'Tell them to say we parted 
company on Yamskaya Street—they went along 
Pokrovka and I turned down Pryadilny. Don't let 
them mix things up or we 11 be in a bad fix with 
the police. I go to grandfather. 'Keep the sergeant 
company, I says, 'while I go wait for our sons at 
the gate. And I told him the evil thing as hap¬ 
pened. He pulls on his clothes, a-trembling and 
a-muttering: 'I knew it, I expected something like 
this would happen!' But that was a lie—he didn’t 
know a thing. Well, I greet my beloved sons with 


a good box on the ears. Mishka straightaway comes 
sober from fright, but Yakov's too soaked. 'I don’t 
know a thing!' he garbles. 'It’s all Mishka’s 

he s older than mel’W^e got the sergeant 
calmed down somehow—^he was a good soul! 'Watch 
out, he says. ‘If anything happens now I’ll be 
sure to know who’s to blame!' And off he goes. 
Then your grandfather walks over to Maxim and 
says, 'Thank you, son. Another one’d have acted 
different m your place, I know that well enough. 
And thank you, daughter, for bringing such a good 
man into our house.' When he wanted, your grand- 
fau>er could talk fine like .ha.-it „af only 
terwards he got stupid and started locking up 
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his heart . So there we were alone, the three of us, 

axim starts crying and his mind sort of 
wandeiing \Yhy should they do such a thing to 
me?' he cries. 'What have I ever done to them? 

ty s lould they do it, mama?’ He always called 
me mama ’stead of mother—like a little child, 
and there was much in his nature that was child¬ 
like. 'Why, mama?' And all I can do is sit there 
and cry along of him. After all, they’re my sons 
and I can t help pitying them. Your mother pulled 
all the buttons off her blouse and sat there 
up like as if she’d been in a fight. ‘Let’s go away, 
iixim, she cried. IVIy brothers are our enemies 
and I m afraid of them. Let s go away! ’ I gave it to 
her for that. ‘Don’t throw straw on the fire, ’ I says. 
‘Enough smoke in the house without that!’ 
Heie your graiulfather sciuls those two itliots in 
to ask forgiveness and she gives Mishka a slap in 
Eicc T Jicrc s your forgiveness for you! 
sfu says. Ami your father keeps askinsj, ‘How 



could you do such a thing, brothers? You could have 
crippled me for life. Wdiat kind of a workman 
would I be without my fingers, eh?' They made it 
up somehow. Your fatlier was sick the next seven 
weeks or so, and he d keep saying as he lay there, 
s gci to some other tow'n, mama—I m sick of 
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Soon ^ftcr tHsit he was sent to Astrakhan. 

They were expecting the tsar there on a visit, 

and your father was asked to huild the triumphal 

arch. They sailed off on the first steamboat that 

left in the spring—like parting with half my 

soul, it was. He was sad too, and kept talking 

me into going with them. But Varvara was glad as 

glad could be and didn't even try to hide it, the 

shameless beasty! So that's how they left . . and 
that's all. ..." 

She took a swallow of vodka, a pinch of snuff, 

and said musingly, as she looked out the 
window: 

Your father and me, we had no kindred blood, 
but kindred we were in spirit. ..." 

SomeUmes during her tale grandfather would 
enter, lift his little chipmunk face, sniff the air. 

glance suspiciously at grandmother, listen a mo- 
ment, and then mutter: 

Lies, lies, nothing but lies. ..." 

Once he asked unexpectedly: 

Alexei, she been drinking here?" 

"No." ^ 

You re lying—I can see by your eyes." 

He left unconvinced. Grandmother winked at 
‘s eparting figure and repeated the saying: 
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'Beat it, Kish, you II scare the fish! 

One (lay he stood in the middle of the room 
wi th his eyes fixed on the floor and said; 

''Mother. . . 

See what's happening?'' 

ft 1 JJ 

I see. 

"What you think of it?'*^ 

"Fate, father. Remember what you used to say 
about that line gentleman?'*^ 

T JJ 

Hm-m. 

Well, seems you were right. 

A JJ 

A pauper. 

"That's her business.''^ 

Gramlfatlier went out. Sensing some disaster, I 
said to grandmot her: 

"What were you talking about?^^ 

"Have to know everything, don't you?^’' she 
grumbled as she rubbed my legs. 'If you know 
everything when you're little, won't be anything 
left to find out when you're old.^' She laughed and 
shook her heatl. 

Ah, grandfather, grandfather! You're a very 
unsizable speck in tJie eye of God! Don't you say 
anything, Alexei, but the fact is your grand¬ 
father s lost everything— to the last kopek. Lent 
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a gentleman big money, up in the thousands, and 
the gentleman goes bankroopt. ..." 

She became lost in thought, sitting silent for a 

long time, and the smile on her face was replaced 
by a darkening sadness. 

“What are you thinking about?" 

“Thinking about what to tell you," she re- 
plied, pulling herself together. “Well, how about 
the story of Yevstignei? It was like this": 


Once there lived Yevstignei the deacon, 

Thinks to himself he's as bright as a beacon, 
Brighter than even the priest or the tsar. 

And as for the merchant-brighter by fart 
truts like a peacock, foolish fowl 
His eyes popping out like a wise old owl. 

eaches the neighbours from morning to night. 
And nothing for him is ever right. 

Looks at a steeple—much too lowl 
Ktdes in a buggy—much too slow! 

Bites an apple—isn’t sweet I 
Sits in the sun—too much heatl 
Says about everything he sees: 

look of stupidity, while 

r 
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‘V cou U h are made it, if you please, 
1 nfinitely better, but as you k^now, 
Ady time can not he wasted so/^ 


She paused for a moment, then continued in a 
low voice: 

So me devils came to him one night: 

You find things here are not all right? 

Suppose you visit us in Hell — 

The fires burn there surpassing well!^' 

Sc arce had the deacon do nned his hat, 

Than two of the devils on him sat, 

W^hile others grabbed him in their paws, 

Pinched and tickled him with their claws, 

And pushed him in the waging j lame: 

''Well, Yevstignei, are you glcid you came?'^ 
As the deacon roasted, he rolled his eyes, 

But k^pt on looking very wise, 

And his lip curled scornfully as he spoke: 

"The fires of Hell make too much smoke! 

She finished the tale in a deep drawl, then 
aughed and turned to me with a change of 
xpression: 


322 


"He didn’t give in, that Yevstignei—a great 
one for having his own way, like your grandFather! 
Well, now, time to go to sleep. ..." 

My mother rarely came up to the attic to see me, 
and when she did, it was only to say a Few hasty 
words and hurry away. She had become handsomer 
and dressed better, but I sensed the same secre¬ 
tiveness about her I had noticed in grandmother. 
I Felt that she, as well as grandmother, was hiding 

something From me, and I tried to guess what 
it was. 

I became less interested in the tales grand¬ 
mother told me— even the stories about my Father 

could not dispel the vague alarms which grew 
with every day. 

"What makes my Father's spirit so restless?" 

I asked grandmother one day. 

How should I know?" she answered, placing 

a hand over her eyes. "That’s the concern of 

eaven God’s business, not For us to under- 
stand. . .. ." 

During sleepless nights as I 1 ay watching the 
slow procession of the stars across the dark blue 
heaven, I thought up sad stories of which my Father 
was the hero. He was always alone, with a staff in 
ts hand and a shaggy dog at his heels. 
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One evening I woke up after a brief nap and 
felt that my legs had also awakened. I let them 
down over the edge of the bed, and once more 
they became numb and lifeless. Nevertheless the 
confidence w<is born tbat my legs were wbole 3 .nd 
1 would be able to walk. I experienced such poign¬ 
ant joy that I cried out and placed my feet on 
the floor. I fell, but crawled to the door and down 
the stairs, imagining what a shock everyone would 
receive on seeing me. 

I cannot remember how ! found myself on grand¬ 
mother's lap in mother's room, but there I was, 
surrounded by strange people among whom was a 
thin, greenish o Id woman. 

Give him some raspberry jam in hot tea and 
wrap him in a blanket. . said the green woman in 
a solemn voice, which drowned out all other sounds. 

Everything about her was green—her dress 
and her hat and her face and the wart under her 
left eye. Even the hair sprouting from the wart 
was like grass. She dropped her lower lip and 
raised her upper one, staring at me with green 
teeth and shading her eyes with a hand encased in 
a black mit. 
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is tliQti I iisKccl fultcnngly. 

That 11 be another grandmother for you/' 

answered my grandfather in an unpleasant 
voice. 


Mother laughed and pushed Yevgeni Maximov 
toward me, saying; 

"And here's your future father.'^ 

She added some quick, unintelligible words. 

while Maximov narrowed his eyes, bent over me 
and said: 

I 11 buy you some paints/^ 

It was very bright in the room On a table in 
the corner stood silver candelabra with five 
candles in each. Between them was grandfather's 
favourite icon, "Weep not, oh mother!" The pearls 
ornamenting the frame gleamed and melted in 
the candlelight, which brought flashes of fire 
from the rubies set in golden wreaths. Round 
pancake faces peered through the dark windows, 
attened noses were pressed against the panes- 
everything about me began to swim, and the 
green woman leaned over to feel behind my ears 
with her cold fingers, muttering; 

By all means, by all means 

"Hs' 3 famted,” ,aid my grandmother, and 
carried me to tKe door. 
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Rut I had not fainted. I had merely closed my 
eyes, and as she carried me up the stairs I said; 

*'\vdiy didn't you tell 

"'All right, all right , no t a Iking now, hear?^"’ 

“Fooling me like that, all of you. . . 

When she had placed me on the bed, she buried 
her head in the pill ow and broke into tears. Her 
body heaved and rocked with her sobs, and she 
kept saying to me: 

“Go ahead and cry, cry it out! 

But I had no desire to cry. It was dark and cold 
in the attic. The bed shook and squeaked with 
my trembling, and the green woman would not 
vani sh from before my eyes. I pretended to fall 
asleep and my grandmother left me alone. 

Th e next few days passed in dull monotony. 
After announcing her engagement, mother went 
away, and an oppressive silence fell upon the 
house. 

One morning my grandfather appeared with 
a ch isel in his hand and began to dig the putty from 
around the storm window. Then grandmother 
came with a basin of water and some rags. 

“Well, old lady/''^ asked my grandfather 
quietly. 

“Well what?^’ 
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me on 


"Are you glad?" 

She answered him as she had answered 
the stairs; 

All right, all right, no talking now, hear?" 

These words had a special significance—they 

concealed something big and unpleasant which 

everybody recognized but nobody wished to 
mention. 


Grandfather carefully removed the storm win¬ 
dow and carried it away. Grandmother threw open 
the window a starling and some sparrows 
chirped out in the garden; the intoxicating odour 
of thawing earth filled the room; the blue tiles 
of the-Stove paled with frustration—it made me 
shiver to look at them. I crawled out of bed. 

"Don't walk around barefoot," warned my 
grandmother. 


1 m going into the garden." 

Wait til the dampness is gone." 

I did not wish to obey her. It was unpleasant 
for me to see the grownups now. 

Pale green needles of young grass had already 
pushed their way through the earth, the buds were 
swelling on the apple trees, lovely green moss 
carpeted the roof of Petrovna's house, and birds 
wer« everywhere.. My head swam from, the frag- 
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rant, murmurous air. Brown weeds, felled by the 
snow, fringed the pit where Uncle Pyotr had cut 

his throat. It was unpleasant to look at them_ 

neither they nor the charred beams sticking up so 
desolately had anything in common with the 
spring, and in general the pit was irritatingly out 
of place. I had an angry impulse to pull up the 
weeds, remove the beams and bricks, clear away 
everything that cluttered this part of the yard, and 
make myself a tidy corner where I could spend the 
summer alone, without any grownups. I imme¬ 
diately undertook this task, and it helped me for- 
get recent events in our house. To be sure, the 

hurt remained, but with every day it became less 
acute. 

W^bat are you pouting about?my grandmoth¬ 
er and mother would ask me. Such a cjuestion was 
upsetting—I was not angry with them; it was 
just that everything connected with the house 
had become unpleasant. Often the green woman 
would join us for dinner or tea or supper, sitting 
there like a rotten post in an old fence. Her eyes 
were sewn to her face with invisible threads. 
They rolled easily about in their bony socketSi 
seeing everything, scrutinizing everything, ris- 
ing to the ceiling when she spoke of God; drop* 
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pmg to the floor when she spoke of mundane 
things. Her eyebrows seemed to be made of bran 
pasted on in some mysterious way. Her wide, bare 
teeth noiselessly ground up everything that she 
stuck into her mouth. She held her fork in a funny 
crooked way with her little finger sticking out! 
Little balls of gristle rolled around in front of her 
ears. Her ears moved, and the green hairs of her 
wart stirred as it shifted on her wrinkled, yellow 
disgustingly clean skin. She and her son were 

Dur‘r.'h“'r j 

g. e rst ew days of our acquaintance she 

made several attempts to make me kiss her 
wizened hand, which smelled of laundry soap 
and mcense. 1 always ran away. ^ 

That hoy needs very careful training, 
son.' '■'S'”'?' she kept repeating to her 

^ He would only how his head obediently, frown 

gmen '1 
greeu presence. 

I hated the old woman—andher son as well— 

licking. One day when we were LvilT "''c“ 
tolled up her eyes and saiT ® 

My dear Alezei, why do you eat in ,uch , 
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Hurry, and witH such big mouthfuls? You will 
choke on your food/^ 

I removed the piece from my mouth, stuck my 
fork into it and held it out to her. 

Here, take it if you want it so bad,^^ I said 

Mother yanked me away from the table and I 
was ignominiously banished to the attic. 

Later grandmother joined me and roared with 
laughter, holding her hand over her mouth. 

Oh Lord, Oh Lord! What a little rascal you 
are, devil take you!^^ 

I disliked the way she held her hand over her 
mouth, so I ran away from her and climbed out on 
the roof, sitting there behind the chimney for a 
long time. I had an irresistible impulse to make 
mischief and to say impudent things to them all. 

It was very difficult for me to combat this impulse, 
but I was forced to. One day I spread cherry paste 
on the chairs of my future stepfather and grand¬ 
mother. They both stuck fast in a most comical 

after my grandfather had given me a 
beating my mother came up to me in the attic, 

drew me toward her, held me tightly between 
her knees, and said; 

Why should you be so naughty? If you only 
knew how hard you make it for me!" 
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Her eyes filled with bright tears and she held 
my head against her cheek. How much easier it 
would have been if she had struck me! I swore 


never to injure the Maximovs again if only she 
would stop crying. 

That s right, she said softly. **You mustn't 
be naughty. Soon we shall get married and take a 


trip to Moscow, and when we return you will 
live with me. Yevgeni Vasilyevich is a very kind 
and clever man; I know you will like him. You will 


go to the gymnasium and then become a student 
like he is now, and after that you will be a doctor 


or anything else you 
whatever he wants, 
now. ..." 


like. A learned person can do 
Well, run along and play 


These "thens" and "after thats^" seemed to form 

a descending staircase leading me far away from 

her, into the darkness and loneliness. The future 

she pictured promised me no happiness. I wanted to 
say to my mother: 

^^^"Don’t get married. I shall work and provide 

But I did not say it. My mother always inspired 

tender and solicitous feelings, but I never had the 
courage to express them. 

My work in the garden progressed from day to 
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^!ay. I pulled up and hacked ofF the weeds and 

propped the shd.ng edges of the pit with bricks. 

1 ot ler rw s I built a seat wide enough to 
•e on, and I gathered bits of coloured grass and 
broken dishes which I set in clay between the 
^ric s. When the sun shone on them they glinted 
and sp.irklcd like the icons in church. 

■ Sm.irt of you to think of lhat." said my grand- 
at ter one day as he surveyed my work. "Only the 
tveetls II come up again—you left the roots. 


i tne roots. 

Here, bring me the spade and I’ll dig them up for 
you. 

When 1 had brought it, he spit on his hands, 
and pushed the spade deep into the earth with a 


grunt. 


Throw away the roots and I'll plant sunflowers 
and hollyhocks for you. It’ll be fine_fine. . . ." 

Suddenly he leaned motionless on the spade and 
said nothing. I glanced at him and saw tears 
streaming from his eyes, that were small and 
intelligent, like those of a dog. 

"What's the matter?" 

He shook himself, wiped his face with his hand, 
and glanced at me. 

Hm, I m sweating already. Just look all the 
worms there are!" 






Once more he began to dig. Suddenly he said: 

No sense in doing all this. No sense at all. 
I'll be selling the house soon. Probably in the fall. 
Need money for your mother’s dowry. Hm. At 
s/ic sliould live decent 

He threw down the spade with a wave of his 
hand and went behind the bath house to a corner of 
the garden where he had some hotbeds. I began to 
dig. and immediately cut my toe with the spade. 

This^ injury prevented me from attending my 
mother's wedding. I could only go outside the gate 
and watch her walk down the street with Maximov 
holding her arm, her head bent, her feet picking a 
careful way among the young grass springing be¬ 
tween the cracks of the brick pavement as though 
she were walking on nails. 

It was a quiet wedding. And there was nothing 

cheerful about the tea which followed the ceremony 

My mother immediately went into her bedroom 

and began packing her trunks. My stepfather sat 
down next to me and said; 

I promised to make you a present of some 
pain s, ut t ere are no good paints here and I 
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a i you like to 
I don t know liow. 

rheii Ill soi'id you sonielliini^ else. 

My mother came in. 

We 11 be returt\ing soon/' she said. '"As soon 
as your lather passes his examination and finishes 
his studios we shall oome back. 

It was pleasant to have them speaking to me as 
thougJi 1 were a grownup, but it was strange that 
a man wi l h a bear'd shoukl still be studying. 
Wliat are you studying/" I asked. 

Surveying. " 

1 was too lazy to ask ^vhal that was 1 he house 
was IilLxl with an oppressive silence, a woolly 
rustle; I was anxious lor i^ielit to come, (drandfa- 

O 

tjiei' stoo<.l willi h is back to the stove stariue out 

O 

ol iJ le \vin<.low wi th half-closed eyes. The green 
woman helped moilier pack, sighing and grum¬ 
bling the while. Grandmother, wlio had been 
drunk since noon, was locked in the attic to keep 
her from disgracing the family. 

Mother left early the following morning. Site 
embraced me in parlii'ig, easily lifting me olT the 
ground and ga/.ing into my eyes with a look I had 
never seen beTore. 


t i 


Well, goo<,l-bye, " she sa id as sJie kissed me. 
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“Tell him to obey me," said my grandfather 

sullenly, gazing into the sky, which was still 
rosy. 

'"You must obey your grandfather,''^ she admon¬ 
ished, crossing me. I had expected her to say some- 
thing else, and was angry with my grandfather 
for interrupting. 

They got into the droshky. Mother's skirt 
caught on something and she fussed irritably for 
a long time setting it free. 

Help her, can't you see?''^ my grandfather said 

to me, but I was too deep in the throes of despair 
to help. 

Maximov carefully drew in his long legs en¬ 
cased in tight navy blue trousers, while grand¬ 
mother handed him some packages which he piled 
on his knees, holding them with his chin. 

Enough! he drawled as he nervously wrinkled 
his pale brow. 

The green woman and her elder son, an officer, 

got into another droshky. She sat stiff as a wax 

fipre, while he rubbed his beard with the hilt of 
his sword and kept yawning. 

^ So you re off to the war? asked grandfather. 
"T am indeed!"'^ 

That's fine. Have to lick those Turks/' 


335 


They were off. Mother turned around several 

times and waved her handkerchief. Grandmother 

leaned weeping against the wall of the house and 

also WMved, while grandfather stood squeezing 
tears from his eyes. ^ 

"Nothing good—will come—of this_" he 

mumbled. 


sat on a stool watcbiug tlie 

over the ruts—there they went 

ner -something inside of m^ si 
tight. . . . 


dros hky bounce 
around tlie cor¬ 
ammed shut . . . 


It was still early in the morning. The streets 
were empty and the shutters of the windows still 
closed. Never before had I seen such utter empti¬ 
ness. From somewhere in the distance came the 
long-drawn wail of a shepherd’s pipe. 

"Come have breakfast/^ said my grandfather, 
taking me by the shoulder. “Looks like you're 
fated to go on living with me—scratching up 
against me like a match on a brick." 


From morning to night he and I silently worked in 
tJie garden. He dug the soil, tied up the raspberry 
bushes, scraped the lichen o/F the apple trees, and 
squashed caterpillars, while I kept improving my 
corner. Grandfather chopped o/F the ends of the 
charred beams, and stuck poles into the ground on 
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which I hung my birdcages. I wove awnings of 
ried weeds to protect my house from sun and dew 
Ihe corner became delightful. 

It s fine for you to be learning how to fix 
things up for yourself,- said my grandfather. 

ig y prized his observations on life. Some¬ 
times he would lie down on the seat I had covered 
with turf and speak to me unhurriedly, seeming to 

pul each word out of his mouth with great delib¬ 
eration. 

Kow you re a piece hacked away from your 
mother. She'll be havmg other children, dearer to 

.If:: rnh^''^ - yo- -e, has 

He would fall into a long silence, as thoug 

»h T*"* taken to drink— 

the first was when Mikhail was to be called up for 

have been different if he'd served in rh ^ ! T 

he Uf: a 11 : y-’‘l 

and never let oth^rli"" “ y^^^lf. 

Others make you wait on them. 
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Behave yourself calm and quiet-like, but stick to 
your chosen path. Listen to everybody, but do 
what you yourself think best. ..." 

Except for rainy days, I spent the entire summer 

in the garden, even sleeping out there on warm 

nights grandmother had given me a piece of 

felt for a bed. She herself would often spend 

the night with me, bringing out an armful 

of straw which she would spread next to my 

couch, and lie down beside me, telling me stories 

which were interrupted by sudden exclamations 
like: 

"Look—a falling star! That’s somebody’s 
soul as felt a longing for mother earth. A good 
s bcciT born somcwbcrc.^^ 

Or: 

"A new star's come up—look! What a jewel! 

The sky, the sky, how far it is—garment of 
God, all gem-bedecked!" 

Catch your deaths, you idiots," grumbled 
grandfather. "Get the lumbago, or else robbers’ll 
come and cut your throats. ..." 

The sun would go down, flooding the sky with 
rivers of fire, which, in expiring, scattered red-gold 
a.shes over the green velvet of the gardens. Then the 
world would noticeably darken, swelling and 
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expandmg as it absorbed the warm twilight. The 
son-sated leaves would droop on the branches and 
he grass would bend its head to the earth. Every. 
mg ecame richer and softer, emanating a per- 
fume as soft as music. And music would come float- 

■ I, * 1 ^ ermy camps in distant fields The 
night brought a feeling as strong and refreshing as 

mother s love; and like a mother's caress was ^the 
paw 7o > warm, furry 

a . the fine, caustic dust accumulated duAng "he 

aay. it was delightful tr. I- • ° 

tky, watching the stars come IV' 

mg up new depths to the heavens. These reced^J 

-d ;o:r:M r 

L f not tell whether the earth In J 

shrunken to your « l l ^ 

.t't7l« ^tr7:n?ir:u 

Jarhness thteh™enu7n “ hr" *'>' 

with little sounds,' each V T'T 

of a bird in I" l the singing 

^ m sleep, the rustle of a « 

porcupine, the sound of a h. ^ 

a special qualitv d' . ^ ^ voice—had 

j ^ y it from rfo +• 

«5 and lovingly stressed bv th^ • • 
silence. ^ sensitive 
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The play ing of an accordion, a woman's laugh¬ 
ter, a spur striking against the bricks of the pave¬ 
ment, the yelping of a dog—all these were last 
leaves falling from the dying day. 

Sometimes th ere wou Id be a su dde n brawling 
of d runken voices out in the street or on an open 
lot, and the patter of running feet. Such sounds 
were too ordinary to deserve attention. 

Grandmother wou Id 1 ie awake for hours on 
end, her arm under her head, recounting some¬ 
th ing with quiet emotion, apparently indifferent to 
whether I was listening or not. She never failed 
to select a lege nd which added significance and 
beauty to the night. 

I wou Id fall asleep to the sound of her rhyth¬ 
mic speech, waking up with the sun in my face and 
the singing of birds in my ears. The morning air 
stirred gently as it warmed in the sun, the leaves 
of the apple trees shook off the dew, the grass was 
vividly green and assumed a crystal transparency 
in the veils of mist which hovered above it. Rays 
of sun fanned across the sky, transforming it from 
lavender to blue. Th e song of a lark came from 
some invisible height, and all the sounds and 
colours of the new-born day seeped like dew into 
my soul, filling me with quiet happiness and the 



desire to be &od ^bout^ ^od to live in b^rmoriy 
with all creatures. 

hat Avas the ixiost calm arxd contemplative 
period of my whole life. It was that summer which 
nurtured in me a sense of my own strength. I came 
to avoid people. When 1 heard the voices and cries 
of the Ovsyannikov children I was no longer filled 
with a longing to join them, and instead of being 
glad when they came to see me, I only feared they 
might spoil something in my garden—the first 
thing I had made with my own hands. 

My grandfather s harangues also ceased to 
interest me. They became ever more crisp and 
complaining. He began to have frequent quarrels 
with my grandmother and to put her out of the 
house, at which times she would go either to Uncle 
Yakov's or to Uncle Mikhail’s. Sometimes she 
would remain away for several days, and then my 
grandfather would cook for us himself, howling and 
cursing, burning his fingers, breaking the dishes, 
and becoming more cantankerous with every day! 

hen he came to visit me in my corner of the 
garden, he would seat himself comfortably on the 
turf and watch me for a long time without speak- 
mg. Ihen suddenly he would ask- 

<tXXrr4 - • 


Why don't you. say something? 


JJ 
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I don't know. 

We re not tlie quality, you know," he would 
b>egin in an instructive tone. “Nobody's going to 
teach us anything—got to learn it all ourselves. 
Books have been written for others, schools have 

>een built for them—but not for us. We got to get 
werything ourselves. . . 

He would go off into a brown study—mute and 
notionless—dreadful to look at. 

That autumn he sold the house. At the break- 
ast table one morning preceding the sale, he an- 
lounced to grandmother in a sad, resolute voice; 

Well, mother, I ve been feeding you for a good 
3ng time already, but now it's over—have to 
•lift for yourself from now on.^^ 

Grandmother remained utterly unmoved, as 
tough she had long expected him to say just this, 
ttc unhurriedly took out her snulFbox, stuffed her 
'jongy nose, and replied: 

W^ell, notliing to do about it. Have to make the 
tst of it.^^ 

Grandfather rented two dark rooms in the cellar 

an old house in a blind alley. During the mov- 
g, grandmother took an old bast shoe with long 
CCS and thrust it under the stove. Squatting 
'Wn, she began to call the hearth goblin: 

:}-i2 








''Come goblin, come, goblin, climb inside and 
take a ride to bring us luck in the other house 

through the window. 

heZci'n *'"" rr' y°“ 

eretic. Disgracing me like this’" 

*>"=> '“Ck for 

suro. she warned, but grandfather flew into a 

'TorTh '"‘‘‘"S goblin along. 

For three days he sold our furniture and othfr 

■np o atar secondhand men, cursing and bar- 

hT:?n^ --bed ?hem from 

ine a^d il“™“rT cry. 

ing, and calling softly; ^ 

ever%t"'everything-breah 

■ny pTaX':: t r ra^dr* 

^^^ts came to move ii« canct a-C t 

.V. ok I . wiove us, and the one I rode 

stall “b ?' being con- 

stantly shaken off that I lived for the next tw 

n.o'lliTbrinr c 

ement. i>he was pale and thin. 
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with enormous eyes burning with a hind of hurt 

astonishment. She studied everything intently, as 

though she were seeing her mother and father Ind 

me for the first time. She looked at us and said 

nothing, while my stepfather kept walking up 

and down the room, whistling under his breath, 

clearing his throat, and twiddling his thumbs 
bellind liis back. 

Good heavens, how big you^ve grownsaid 

my mother, taking my cheeks in her hot palms. 

She was wearing a wide, ugly brown dress, bulg- 
ing over her stomach. 

Hello, ^ said my stepfather, holding out his 
hand to me. "How you getting along?" 

He sniffed the air. 

"Damp here." 

Both of them looked worn and dishevelled, as 

though they had been running and wanted nothing 

so much as to lie down and have a good rest. 

We had a dreary tea, during which grandfather 

watched the rain running down the windowpane 
and asked: 

So you lost everything in the fire?" 

Everything, said my stepfather in a resolute 
tone. "We hardly managed to escape ourselves." 
"Hm. A fire's no joke." 




I 


Mother pressed up against grandmother and 

whispered something in her ear that made grand- 

mother narrow her eyes as though struck by a 

right light. The atmosphere became even more 
dreary. 

Suddenly grandfather said spitefully, in a loud 

calm voice: 

"I’ve heard rumours, Yevgeni Vasilyevich, as 

ow t ere wasn’t no fire at all, but you just lost 
everything at cards." ^ 

A deathly silence ensued, broken only by the 

apping of the rain on the window and the steaming 
or tne samovar. ° 

Father. . ." said my mother at last 

r'l" 


Path 


1 , ^ roared my grandfather. "Well 

what next? Didn’t I tell you it was crazy for thirty 

to marry twenty? Well, here you ar J-fine sneci 

Wd'^' “ 8»“-°n.an, "Ih? 

II, how do you like it, daughter?" 

. 1 non all four of them hea^o cK 

couM“tre4ror^:r 

I l»ad sensed thf entirely different. 

now that I w * y there in the room, but 

could vividirrV'n r' ‘ 

vtvdly recall what she had been like. 
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Then, in some forgotten way I found myself in 
Sormovo. in a new house with unpapered log 
walls. The chinks between the logs were stuffed 
with hemp and inhabited by innumerable roaches. 
Mother and my stepfather lived in two rooms 
facing the street, while my grandmother and I 
lived in the kitchen, which had one window over- 
looking the roof. Beyond the roof, black factory 
chimneys were silhouetted against the sky, 
pouring out thick, curly smoke which the winter 
wind scattered over the district. Our unheated 


rooms were always filled with the greasy odour 
of this smoke, and early in the morning the 
^'^trtory whistle howled like a wolfr 




Oo-oo-aw! Oo-oo-aw! 


3^ 


By standing up on a bench and looking through 
the top windowpane, I could get a glimpse of the 
lighted factory gates, open like the toothless 
mouth of an old beggar devouring a horde of little 
people. At noon there came another whistle. The 
black lips of the gates opened up, revealing a 
deep hole through which the factory vomited forth 
these same little people, now well masticated. 
T'hey flowed in black streams down the streets, 
driven into the houses by a rough white wind. 
The sky could rarely be seen. Above the roofs and 


346 


sooty snowbanks of the district, hung another 

and hi-ti- the imagination 

and blmdmg the eyes with its cheerless monotony 

In the evenings, a dull red glow hovered above 

the ^ ‘hat instead of rising from 

clour"thr ' P^ojacted from out that lurid 

howlmg wtth satiety. It was insufferable to gaze on 

wdh h ■ I’'-™ 

all the h Grandmother did 

bust “> -«*“ ‘he was 

vood.^„rh3f:;t:::: 

erunted .nrl • u^7 / evening came she 

aftet the had u“r • Sometimes 

on h f ‘he would put 

on a short quilted jacket, tuck up her shi„ and 
set out for town. ^ 

"Go have a look how the old ' 
along," she would say. * 

Take me with you!" 

Z°“ “ u‘V° '°°h what a windl" 

She would walk seven versts to to “ wind. 

lost in snow fields. My mother vel " T' 

With pregnancy, „ouL sit h;«Ud7„ 

.coy shawl bordered with long frinre. I TaSd 
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that shawl, which distorted her large, handsome 
body; I hated the tattered fringe, and would 
tear it off. I hated the house, and the factory, 
and the whole district. Mother went about in 
worn felt boots, coughing so that her enormous 
belly shook; her grey-blue eyes flashed with hard, 
dry anger or stared dully at the bare walls, as 
though glued fast to them. Sometimes she would 
gaze out into the street for a whole hour. The 
street was like a jaw in which some of the teeth 
had become bi ackened and distorted with 
while others had fallen out altogether and been 
replaced by clumsy new ones, too big for the 
jaw. 

“Why do we 1 ive here?^^ I asked. 

''Ah, don't ask,/*' she replied. 

She spoke little with me these days, limiting 
her communications to orders and requests: 

“Bring met his, take that, run to the store. . . 

She rarely let me go out to play, for I always 
came home badly beaten by my fellows. Fights 
were my only pleasure, and I gave myself up to 
th eni with all the zest of my impassioned nature. 
Mother gave me strappings for this, but the pun¬ 
ishment only irritated me, so that the next 
time I fought even more furiously—and my mother 



punished me even more severely. Once I warned 

her 'thali if* she continued heating me 1 would hite 

her hand and run away to freeze out in the fields. 

She pushed me away in consternation and began 
to pace the floor. 

You little beast! she said, gasping with 
exhaustion. 

The living, vibrant rainbow of feelings called 

love gradually faded in my heart, giving way 

to blue flashes of resentment against everyone 

and everything and to a smouldering discontent 

and sense of loneliness in this dull, nonsensical 
world. 


hdy stepfather was stern with me and laconic 

with my mother. He was forever whistling and 

coughing and standing in front of a mirror 

picking his crooked teeth. Ever more frequently 

he quarrelled with my mother, addressing her in 

cold, distant terms which I desperately resented. 

During their quarrels he would close the door into 

the kitchen, evidently unwilling that I should 

hear what he said, but I made a point of listen- 
ing to his gruff bass voice. 

Once he stamped his foot and shouted; 

T can't invite anybody to the house on account 
o your damn belly, you old cowl'” 
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Overwi,clmed with surprise and furv ( i 

up on the bunk and struck my head 

ceiling „itJ, such force that \ I ! 

tongue. through my 

On Saturdays dozens of workers 

stepfather to sell tlio f J "'y 

to K u ^ coupons enabJine them 

to buy products in the comrs-, 

were issued by the facto 7 '7""- 

s epfather bought them for half their value hI 
would receive the workers in the kitchen sitt, 

otr’eMfy'P-" f 

over every coupon. ° 

"Ruble and a half." 

Yevgeni Vasilyevich, for the love ofChrist 
Ruble and a half." ‘ ‘ 

This muddled, d.ark life did not last very lone 
Just before mother was to give birth I was t.Ln to 

a He now had quttrters in 

wo-stor.ed house on Peschanaya Street in Kuna- 

vmo, above the cemeterv of bJ I 
The luoxf I ^ ^ ^apolnaya Church. 

Risia a a large 

ya“d n facing the 




Well! he laughed with a littlo i. 

met me. According to the sTvit-tr, i 

friend's your mother, but in this case'it^turns out 
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acquainted with my new 
i K I g--andmother came with 

f^LtL7e:ZT' '’t 

n..u.. .'.jtzt:;,'’" .’r.ii X 

casKier at tf^^k *1 ^ vecl a job 

smer at the railway station. 

Much empty time flowed by until f w 

sent to livp wftK I ^ ^ was again 

lo live with my mother in the relit., f 

House. Mother immediately a stone 

from the very first day I d' iT^^ "T 
I out in ^ ^ disliked school. 

mother’s ahoraTT“!,' of 

•’'oute, a ye„ow rt■":fd7:n°"*^“‘'"■°•""'' 

.^unediately aroused riicule an7th ““Tr' I’'"* 
won me the nickname of "the , ^ ^ 

y put things straight with the hr^ l » 
priest and the teacher took a d I . 

The teacher was a bald ii ** to me. 

'^as subject to nosebleeds H 

classroom with bit, f ^ tHe 

trds. take his place It XTesra^ku^ 
m a nasal voice and ,te • l ' ** questions 

to pull out the cotton and ^ali' f ® ''“ft* 

“f his head. He had a flat hra “ 1 r “ 

' rassy sour face with 
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a kind of green mould filling the wrinkles. The 
most hicleo us feature of his face was the tiny eyes 
which seemed to have no place in the gener al en¬ 
semble, and kept plastering themselves to my face, 
making me want to wipe my cheek with my hand. 

For the fi rst few days I sat on the front bench, 
directly under the teacher's nose. This was un- 
be arable. He seemed to see no one but me, and 
kept saying through his nose: 

*'Pesko-o-v, change your shirt! Pesko-o-v, stop 
shuffling! Pesko-o-v, again your shoes have left a 
puddle on the floor 

I repaid him by thinking up the most extrava¬ 
gant tricks. One day I got hold of half a frozen 
watermelon. I scooped it out and hung it on a 
pull ey to tlte door in tfie dark entranceway. 
When the door was opened, the watermelon rose 
in the air, but when the teacher closed the door, 
it descended like a cap on his bald head. The 
night watchman escorted me home with a note 
fro m the teacher, and I took a hiding for my 
mischief. 

Another time I sprinkled snuff in the drawer of 
his desk. He had such a fit of sneezing that he was 
forced to leave the classroom, sending his son-in- 
law, an officer, to substitute for him. The officer 
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made us sing "God Save .he Tsar" and "Ah Mv 
Freedom, Blessed Freedom" over and over again' if 
anyone go. out of .une he would .ap him over d.e 
head w.th a ruler in a manner .ha. made a lo. of 
noise and was funny, but did not hurt 

he teacher of religion was a young and hand, 
some pr.est with a lot of Huffy hair. He disliked me 

an Neu, T^slameim, and because I imitated 
nis manner of speaking 

het:d sa;: 

No, I haven't. Yes." 
what do you mean, 'ves'? 

"No." ^ 

no^^t'e “‘°"8 y“u' Yes, home. I have 

intention.""” yo"'Yes, not the slightest 

waldef a"bom X“"d‘“ 

until schooTL o \ 

about me. ' the noisy life 

The priest had a fine Christ I L r 
affectionate femin; ' tt 

' 'y«- He had small hands 
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which seemed to caress everything they touched, 
whether it was a book, a ruler, or a pen. It was as 
though he loved every object and looked upon it 
as a live thing that might I'e injured by careless 
handling. He was less alFectionate with the children 
but they were fond ol him nevertheless. 

In spite ol the fact that I received satisfactory 
marks in my studies, I was soon informed that I 
would be expelled for my conduct. That upset 
me. Unquestionably the consequences would be 
severe: my mother was becoming more irritable 

every clay, and haci taken to beating me very 
often. 

But I was saved from this disaster. Quite unex¬ 
pectedly Bishop Chrisanth,'*' a hunchback as I 
remember, visited our school. 

An unfamiliar atmosphere of warmth and good 
cheer filled the classroom when this little man in 

flowing black robes entered and took his place at 
the desk. 


Bishop Chrisanth was tlic author of the three-vol¬ 
ume work Rcligic'ns of the Ancient World and the arti¬ 
cles “ bgyoti an Metempsychosis" and “Woman and Mar- 
riage.'' Ihc latter article, road in my youth, made a great 
impression on me. It seems that 1 have distorted the title 
— it was puhlishod in some religious magazine in the 
’seventies. 
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"Well, let’s have a little chat, my children " 

he sard, taking his hands out of his voluminom 
sleeves. 

My turn to be called up to the desk came to- 
wards the end of the list. 

How old are you?" he asked me. “Really? 

y, wiat a tall fellow for your age! Must have 
ne a lot of standing out in the rain!" 

He placed one thin hand with its long, pointed 
nails on the desk, and took hold of his scantv 
wuh the other, while he gated at ZZX 

.hat you'lit "-'“y 

coidt" I hook and therefore 


you”°now 'Bu*/.r'’h‘“‘''' 'l° 

out the book-helrt r" f"”"' with- 
you know the PsaW? C 

then you see? And prayers?Now, 

saints? F • the lives of some of the 

saints? £ven m versei* Well it t„ 

quite a learned one!" ' 

about me '^5“U to tell him 


23 * 
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Just iiiiniito! SiIkI tile liisliop, stooping Iilm 

with a gesturo. Tlu-it he tnniccl to me again. 

All right, .supivesing you toll us about Alexei, 
Mau-of-Cioil. . . . 


i ( 


W t.>uclorful VO ISC, ISM t it, som? ^ lie said when 


I stoppi^'d l>eCiUise I IkkI forgot 1 cm a lute. ^^JVlaybe 

you IxMOw soniolliin;^ else-alien t Kin-^ David? 

Immc. Only too to listen^” 

I eouKI see that he really eMjoye*.! listcMiiig, that 
he was of the verse. He let nie go om for a 

loMg tiMie hefore he iiiterruptcd nae, 

1")k 1 you learn your letters from the Psalter? 
Who taught you? Yoiu* goot.1 graut^ifather? Your 
graudfatluM'! W ell mow, you can t mean that. 


But they tell me you re al 


\v 


lys up 


to some 



of misch ief. 

1 hi us het.1, 1 lut confesse*.! 
lenglji the teacher an*.! the 
fact. live bishop listened 


my guilt. At some 
priest confirmed the 
with downcast eyes. 


blear what they say about you?"' he said at 
last with a sigh. 'Come here! ’ 

He placed a hand smelling of Cyprus on my 
head and said; 


"What mak<.\s you so mischievous? ' 

"School s a bore." 

A boi'c? riiere s sometliing wrong here, sou. 
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a 


a 


suppose 


if school a bore, you would be a bad 

u en , Ut your marks show that that isn't so 
TW must be something else the trouble." 

"is'bf “ rf' "■■etc: 

Peshkov, Alexei. Hm. It'd be better if you 
stopped your mischief, son. A little bit's all riL 

tight, boys?" ' ^ ■'■" ■ 

You're rlghtl" came a gay chorus of voices 
And what about you yourselves-! 

you do very little mischief, eh?" 
°''"°'“'°'!''<-eghed the boys. 

in his'chah'’sat" “’^b" 

■nade even the teTi " 

your aeel What Wr. -maker myself at 

iat?" “ ■"nhes us . like 

The boys laughed and he askerl *U 
cleverly entangling them in th ■ Sf^^^tions, 

PinaUy he go/up I^d s^^, “<* ”-y. 

■nc .o bfon'tty wlyr” for 

He raised his arm, tossine bad* I,; j . 

and made the sign of the ^ l sleeve, 

gn ot the cross above the class: 
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May you live and do good in the name of the 

Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost 
Farewell/" 

Farewell, your holiness! Come back soon!" 
sKouted tile Loys. 

"I'll come, ni come all right," he replied, 
s a ing his comI. "ni bring yon some boohs." 

1 hen he turned to the teacher. “Let them go home 

HO VV. 


Out in the entranceway he stopped me and said 
in cl low voice* 

Promise me you won’t make so much trouble 

in the future, all righti’Oh, I understand why you 
CIO it, of covirsc. 



I was very much moved by this. A peculiar 
emotion seethed in my breast, so that even when 
the teacher kept me after class and began to tell 
me that from now on I must behave like a hi 



1 listened attentively and willingly. 

As the priest w.is putting on his coat he said 
a (feet innately; 

Fiom now on you must atteiihl my lessons. 

do. But sit quiet! Yes, 


Yes, that you uuist 


quiet! ’ 

Things became better at school, but a nasty 
^^^hig happened at home. I stc»le a ruble rrom my 




mother. This crime was not premeditated. One 

evening rnother went out somewhere, leaving me 

alone with the baby. For want of anything better 

to do, I took out one of my stepfather's boohs— 

otes of a Phystctan, by Dumas the Elder 

Among the pages I found a one-ruble bill and a 

ten-ruble bill. The book was too difficult for me 

ut on closing it I was struck with the idea that 

for a ruble I could buy not only the Sacred His- 

tory, but Kobinson Crusoe as well. I had 

earned about the existence of such a book a short 

ime before. During recess one cold day I had 

een telling the boys a fairy tale. Suddenly one 
of them said scornfully; ^ 

Crusoe 

now, that s a real story!" 

"I*'" 

rusof and they all praised the hook. | was 

uTe J ?'-“dmother-s 

so that h"^'*° ''' J° Kcbimon Crusoe 

gLd! •’’« "» 

"T ''“j ’ Sacred 

Sr7a'ler:h^-'“'" A„derse„<: 

pound of sausage. In the dark little hooksho^a: 
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tile conuM next to Vladimir Church I had found 
a copy of Kchins.v, Crn..cc—a skinny little 


^oo - m a yellow binding. On the title page was 
'lu- picu.re of a K,uolod man with a for cap on 
I's Jicad and a tiger skin over his shoulder. This 
did not attract me, while I found even the worn 
bindings of the fairy talcs fascinating. 

Huring tJie long recess I shared my Wad and 

I 1 ^ ^ ‘h /“V- , “It I I# 


sausage \vi 



the boys and we began readincr 





Nightingale,” a wonderful tale which gripped the 
licart from llic very first page. 

In CJiina, all the people arc Chinese, and even 

the F.mperor is aChinaman.- I can still remember 

low this sentence delighted me with its simple 

humour, its smiling music, and something else 
iJiat was ^^'OIlklc^fu 11 y good. 

I liad no time to hnish reading ‘‘The Night¬ 
ingale at scliool, and when I came home my 

motJier asked me in a strained voice, as she stood 
firyiiig some eggs.* 

J^icI you lake a rubles^ 

s. I lei e ai'e tiie books. . . . 


oJie gave me a vigorous tanning willi 
pan and took away tlic fairy tales, hiding tlicin for 
all t ime. I his punishment was infinitely 
painlul than the licking. 
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more 



I did not return to school for several days. 
Apparently my stepfather told the people at work 
what I had done and they in their turn related it to 
their children. The boys carried the tale to school, 
and when I returned I was greeted with a new 
nickname—the thief Brief and clear—but unfair. 

I had not attempted to hide the fact that I had 
taken the ruble, but when I tried to explain this, 
nobody believed me. So I came home and an¬ 
nounced to my mother that I would never go 
bdck. to scKool again. 

Pregnant once more, she was sitting at the 

window feeding my brother Sasha. She turned her 

grey face and stared at me with crazed, tortured 
eyes, opening her mouth like a fish. 

You re lying,she said softly. “Nobody could 
have heard about your taking the ruble." 

“Go ask them." 


t . them yourself Tell me the 

truth—didnt you tell them? But don't lie- 

tomorrow Tm going to school to find out for 

myself who told!" 


I named the student, 
melted in tears. 

I went into the 
bed behind the stove 


Her face became drawn and 



en and lay down on the 
which had been made for 
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nu> out of some old wooden boxes. 1 cotdd hear niy 
mother sobbing in tlie next room 

"Oh J.ord, Oh Lord. . . . ” 

I he smell of warm, greasy rags became intoler¬ 
able. and I went out into the yard. 

Where are you going?" called my mother. 
C ome lierc to me' 



e .sal together on the floor with Sasha on my 

mother s knees pul 1 mg at the Init tons of her dress. 

bowing to them .md savine; 

Buhhoius, wliK Ji meant hut tons. 

1 -snuggled up to my mother, and she put her 
arm ari.>unLl me. 


I i \\rr 

W o r e 




e very poor, she said. ' Lvery kopek— 
every single kopek. . . . 

SJie squeezed me witli her hot hands and seemed 
unable to finish what she wanted to say. 

" "'v. what a beast, what a beast!" she s 

burst out. repealing the words I had Jieardher 
UsSc once hofoio. 

hoal , mimickokl SasJui. 

Mo was a stranojo haby—clumsy aiul largc- 
hoadea, with ^vo^^dcv^\^l blue eyes which looked 
smilingly about as t hough expect tiig something. 

I Ic bt gan to speak at an unusually eatdy age and 
nt VC I ciicd, living in a constant state of quiet 
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joy. He was so weak that he could hardly crawl, 
hut he always rejoiced on seeing me, stretching out 
IS httle arms and playing with my ears with his 
soft little fingers which for some reason smelled 
o violets. He died quite unexpectedly, without 
having been ill at all. In the morning he was 
quietly happy as usual; in the evening, when the 
church bell was tolling for vespers, he was already 
laid out on the table. This occurred soon after 
t e birth of the second baby, Nikolai. 

Mother had carried out her promise to clear up 
t mgs at school, and once more I was studying 
norinally. But again I had to go live with my 
grandfather, for the following reason; 

One day at tea time, as I was entering the 

itc en rom the yard, I heard my mother crying 

aesperately: ^ ° 

evgeni, Yevgeni, don t go, I beg of you!" 
Nonsense, replied my stepfather, 
but I know you go to her!" 

Well, what of it?" 

Both of them were silent fnt- ^ r 

, lent tor a few minutes 

then my mother said between fits of en U- ’ 

I "^ean and worthless beast you arel" 

.aw r‘f' 

on har knees, bracing herself against a 


ii 


a 
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chair wiiJi lier back and elbows, lier head thrown 
back, Jier eyes sliining unnaturally, while he 
stoovl in front of her, spick and span in a new suit, 
kickine her in the breast with a long leg. I pick 




up a silverdiandled bread knife—the only one 
of niy fathci s things left to my mother- 
aimed ,t at my s!epfatlier’s side with all niv 

Fortunalely my mother had lime to push him 
.i\\ay, so tJiat the knde only ripped his coat and 
_...(a/.(.d his llesh. 1 de let out a groan and ran out of 
the room, Jioldiug Ids side. With a shriek my moth¬ 
er grabbed me up and hurled me onto the floor. 

My stepfather tore me away from her when he 
rotunied from tJic yard. 

Late that evening, when he liad gone out in 

spite of everything, mother came to me where I 

lay behind the stove, gently embraced me and 
kissed me. 

“forgive me, clear. 1 have wronged you. But 
how could you have done such a thing? A knife!'" 

t' ith a pc I fi 1 1 understanding of the full import 
of my wotds, I swore that I would kill my step¬ 
father and my.self as well. And I tJiink I \eould 
Jiave done it—at least attempted it. Even now I 
tan s( c tJiat lo.ithsome foot witii tJie bright braid 








down the trouser leg swinging in the air and land- 
ing on a woman's breast. 

Sometimes wben I recall tbe abominations of 
that barbarous Russian life I question whether 
they are worth dwelling on. But on further consid¬ 
eration I am convinced that they demand being 
exposed, for they are the vicious, tenacious truth, 
which has not been exterminated to this very day. 
They represent a truth which must be exposed to 
Its roots and torn out of our grim and shameful 

life—torn out of the very soul and memory of 
man. 

But there is another, more positive reason 
impelling me to describe such horrors. In spite of 
their repulsiveness and the way in which they mu¬ 
tilate what would otherwise be fine natures, the 
Russian is sufficiently young and wholesome in 

spirit to abolish such things and he will surely 
clo SO. ^ 

Our life IS amazing not only for the vigorous 

scum of bestiality with which it is overgrown, but 

a so or the bright and wholesome creative forces 
gleaming beneath. And the influence of good is 
Rowing, giving promise that our people will at 
last awakan to a life fell of beauty Ld bright 

numanity, ° 
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XIII 


-y gra„dfa.Ke.. 

rapped nervoudy dTe^taWe 
feeding you any„oee.„, up .o youe geandl.ht: 


now. 


auch a'jX"®'''’ ‘^““8'' 

expired T '*■- he 

P to me more calmly; “Evervtlii 

separate with us „o„_each for hintself “ 

Her ri^r ^ lace 

brlstUnf^ r''«rfully above the pillow 

sun like a golden porcupine. 

leas^Bu, grandfather had become leaner and more 

wrmkled. His hair was thinner and the calm pom! 
bran’Im ;"°''untents had been substituted 

eve!!Zrs‘'““^ 'y- '-k-d a. 

eJ'Zd ruT'rtil::'’ 

He ha?;Ln Ter aT.r 

dishes and had said! 
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That s all yours, and don't be asking me for 
anything else!" 

Then he took all her old dresses and belongings 
including a fox cape, and sold them for seven 
hundred rubles, which he lent at interest to his 
godson, a converted Jew who traded in fruit He 
had become sick with greed—shamelessly greedy 
He began to visit old acquaintances—rich mer¬ 
chants and artisans with whom he had formerly 
worked—and ask them to give him money, saying 
that his sons had ruined him. Out of respect for 
h.» former position they made him generous gifts. 

e would come home and wave a sizable banknote 
under my grandmother's 
schoolboy; 

tenl'l'muchr 

My grandfather lent this money at interest to a 

ow acquaintance—a tall, bald-headed furrier 

who was nicknamed "The Whin " ^ u- 

a fat rsnrt U I. j , . P' "‘S sister, 

w ;tlet 

Everything m the house was divided- todav 

bread and W ‘TheT tbe 

was always worse 


nose, gloating like a 
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on Kis days Grandmother bought good meat 

while he bought lungs and tripe. Each kept his 

own store of tea and sugar, but tea was brewed 

at the same teapot, and grandfather would ask 
in alarm: 


Wait—let me see 


-how much did you put in?" 

e would sprinkle the tea leaves into his hand 
aaci carefully count them. 

"Vour tea’s finer than mine—mine’s thicker 
mAes a better brew, so you got to put in more." 

He watched to see that grandmother poured 
urn tea that was just the same strength as hers, 
and that they both drank the same number of 

1^11 O 


cups. 

Have a last?" grandmother would ask just 
before pouring out the final brew. 

Suppose we may as well have a last," agreed 
grandfather after a glance into the teapot. 

Even the oil for the icon lamp was bought by 

each m turn—and this after fitty years of labouring 
side by side! ■ 

I found these tricks of my grandHther amusing 

and disgusting—grandmother found them only 
amusing. 

"Forget it!" she would say to me. "What of it? 
He s old, is the old man, and he's gone queer. 








just think the numher of 
uon t hurt an 



Four score alre 
years! Let him be queer 

As for me and you—he I’ll i ^ 

crust of bread for us!" ^ 

I also began to earn money. EarJv 's i 

streets fnH ""'““g'' ‘he 

streets and yards collecting old bones, raes nr.ls 

Crrjoodf' - ''X' 

or^te eight 

or ten kopeks a pood for bones. I collected i I 
after ^ • 1 *-oHectca junk 

Satnrda I ‘‘“’■"8 well, and every 

y earned from thirty to fifty kopeks tor 
even more if it hirl kr* . . ^ ‘-peKs (or 

weeki r rt L ^ particularly successful 

week). Grandmother took my monev anri h ai 

aeposited .t .n the pocket of her skirt !„ ■ ^ 

praise: rewarded me with words of 

goZtrv'' ™ won’t 


pv I ' ”• Lo tninKi 

kopek pfe^ '"“i °"o of my five- 

Hanging from the end of bi*r c ^ 

But If j L . *P°‘'‘gy nose. 

ound that the profits from junk rla* i- 

were less than those from steahne h /'elmg 

lumberyards on tk L i e ^ boards from the 

The Sands an isl»n^ u . ^ 

’ t^ey traded in metal 
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during tlie annual fair, putting up makeshift 
booths for this purpose. When the fair was over, 
the booths w-ere taken apart and the lumber 
stacked on The Sands, where tliey remained until 
the rising of the river in the spring. Houseowners 
would pay us ten kopeks for a good board, and we 
could steal two or three in the course of the day. 
However, it was necessary to carry on operations 
on foggy or rainy days, wJien the watchmen were 
indoors. 



\\^ a s 


I 




d 


a fi'iendly band of youngsters with whom 
: there was Sanka Vyakhir, the Oove, ten- 


year-old son of a IVIordoviau beee^arwoman—an 

■ o o 

affectionate child whc^ was always quiet and good- 
natured; there was the waif Kostroma, skinny and 
impetuous, with enormous black eyes—later, 
wl len he was t h irteen, he hunc himself in a home 
fo r juvenile del iutjuents to w hich he had been sent 
for stealing a j^air of pigeons; there w\as the Tatar 
Khabi, a tw'^elve-year-old Samson, wdio combined 
extraordinary strength wdth a simple, generous 
nature; there wms th e pug-nosed Yaz, eight-year-old 


son of a gravedigger and cemetery wMtehman, silent 
as a fish and afllieted with the 




and finally there was the oldest of our band, 
Cjrishka Churka, son of a vviclowccl seamstress, 
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a very just and reasonable person, and an expe. t 

at hst fighting. All of us lived on the .same street 

Stealing was not considered a crime ,,, our 

district. It was the usual, aiul almost excluMve 

means of getting a living for most of the haH- 

starved petty tradesmen. The montji and a hall 

of the annual fair could not keep them alive 

throughout the year, and nia.iy respected house- 

o ders made extra money on the river, " that .s 
they ^ I I . 



out boards and logs washesl aw.iv b\ 
the „dc, and hauled l,gl„ ha,,,.,,,, 

rahs, but (or the most p,,rt they uvnt ,n to, steal, 
tng monkeying” along the banks ol the Vol-., 
an t le Oka. robbing the leharfs .in.l b.uges and 
river anks of anything they could lay then 
lands on. On Sundays tlie groieniips would boast 

“earn " ' ' 

In the spring during the busy weeks of prepa. 
ration for the fair, drunken artisans and oilier 

workmen would fill .he streets after their dlyh 

their^'radJ'»>rict would ply 
was °[P'^-kpocketing, an occupation wl.ieh 

accepted as quite legitimate and was 

fearlessly carried on with the 

nesses grownups as wit- 
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They stole hammers from carpenters, monkey 
wrenches from fitters, axle bolts from carters 
O Lir band did not go in for such things. 

I won t go stealing—mom won't let me/' 
Chu rka announced one day. 

‘'And Tm scared to/' put in Khabi. 

Kostroma always shied from thieves and pro¬ 
nounced the word thief^^ with a peculiar emphasis, 
and if he found boys robbing a drunkard, he would 
chase the m and them a mercdess beating. 

This sullen, large-eyed boy was always posing 
as a grownup. He walked with a rolling swing 
like the stevedores and tried to make his voice 
deep and grulF, Altogether there was something 
tight and old and unnatural about him. The 
Dove was convinced that stealing was a sin. 

But the snatching of boards and poles from The 
Sands fell into quite a different category. None of 
us was afraid to do it, and we worked out a tech¬ 
nique that greatly simplified the task. In the 
evening when it was already dark, or on foggy 
days, the Dove and Yaz would set out over the 
bulging, slushy ice to The Sands. They would go 
openly, trying to attract the attention of the watch¬ 
men, while the four of us would creep up unno- 
ticeably from different sides. While the watchmen 
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were busy keeping an eye on Yaz and the Dove, 
we would gather at the appointed place and select 
our boards; then while our fleet comrades teased 
the watchmen and fled from them, we set out on 
the return trip. Each of us had a rope with a bent 
nail at the end which we fastened to the board in 
order to haul it over the snow and ice. T'he watch- 
^‘^^'ely saw us, and if they did they were 
unable to catch us. On selling the boards we di¬ 
vided the spoils into six ecj|ual parts. Usually it 
came out to five or seven kopeks apiece. 

This was enough to eat as much as we liked 
for one day, but the Dove’s mother would beat 
him if he did not bring her vodka; Kostroma saved 
his money to go in for the pigeon hunting he 
dreamed of; Churka's mother was ill, so he needed 
all he could get for her; Khabi was also saving 
money in order to return to the town from which 
he had been brought by an uncle who was 
drowned shortly after arriving at Nizhni-Novgo- 
rod. Khabi had forgotten the name of the town, re¬ 
membering only that it was on the Kama River 
near the Volga. 

For some reason we found the idea of this town 

very funny, and kept teasing the slant-eyed 
Tatar about it: 


S7S 


There' s a town very fair, 

But he doesn t l{noiv tv here — 

Here or there 
Or in the air! 

At first Khabi became angry with us, but once 
the Dove said to him in a cooing voice which well 
justified his nickname: 

“Come ofF now, who ever heard of pals getting 
angry? 

The Tat ar was ashamed. He accepted the rebuff 
and thereafter he himself used to sing the song 
about the town on the Kama. 

But still we preferred collecting junk to stealing 
boards. It became particularly interesting in the 
spring, when the snow had melted and the rains 
came to wash the cobbles at the empty fair grounds. 
It was always possible to find nails and bits of 
metal in the gutters of the fair grounds. Often we 
found copper and silver coins, but in order to keep 
the watchmen from chasing us and taking our sacks 
away, we had to give them two-kopek pieces or lick 
their boots. In general, it was not easy to make mon¬ 
ey, but we became the best of friends in the effort. 
Occasionally there would be quarrels among us, 
but I cannot remember our ever having had a fight. 
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The Dove was our pacifier. He was always able 

to find just the right words to calm our passions— 

simple words, but ones which had the effect of 

^rprising us and making us ashamed of ourselves. 

He himself seemed surprised when he spoke them. 

He never took offence at the mean tricks Yaz 

wou play, calmly dismissing everything bad 
3^8 stupid 3n.d useless. 


“Now why would you do such a thing?" he 
would ask, and it became clear to every one that 
there was actually no sense in it. 

He referred to his mother as “this Mordovian 
of mine, and none of us found it funny. 

Laist night this Mordovian of mine came home 
soa e to the gills," he laughed, his little round 
eyes glinting with gold. “Flopped down on the 


What’d she sing?” asked Churka seriously. 

as he san°'h■' '**'*’t'* in time to the music 

g IS mother s song in a high little voice: 


/ ap-a-tap.fap! 

The young shepherd’s rap 
At my tvtndowpane— 

I am off with my swain! 


m 


The sunset glotrs, 

The shepherj hlou'S 

pen /its pipe, so sieect utid clear, 

Am/ all the rill age stops to hear. 

He knew many such gay songs, and sang them 
with zest. 

Ves, he went on, and she falls asleep there 

m the doorway, letting all the cold air in, and me 

shivering my pants off and unable to haul the bulk 

of her away. This morning I says to her, ‘What you 

want to get so drunk £ov?’ It’s all right,’ she 

answers. 'Try to bear it a little longer. I’ll be 
tlying soon!’" 

Sure, you can see it won’t be long, all 

bloated up the way she is," confirmed Churka 
i nipressi vel y. 

Will you be sorry? I asked. 

Of course,'^ answered the Dove with some 
surprise. She s been a gootl one to me.^^ 

And in spite of the fact that we all knew that 
iJie Mordovian beat the Dove, we were convinced 

that she was a good soul; on days wJien our gains 
were slight, Churka would say; 

Let s each throw in a kopek to buy the Dove s 
sonic vodka, else she 11 lick him,^^ 


i i 
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Churka and I were the only ones who knew how 

to read and write. The Dove envied us this. 

When this Mordovian of mine dies," he would 

coo, pulling at his pointed, mouse-like ear, "I'm 

going to school too. I'll kiss the teacher's feet to 

make him take me. Then when I finish I'll be 

gardener to the archbishop, or maybe to the 
tsar." 


That spring the Mordovian, accompanied by a 

ottle of vodka and an old man who collected 

onations for the building of a new church, was 

killed when a stack of logs collapsed on her. The 

woman was taken to the hospital and Churka said 
to tile Dover 


"Come live with me. Mom'll teach 
letters/^ 


you your 


One day soon after, the Dove 
of a store; 


stopped in front 


"Gorcery Store," he 
proudly. 

"Grocery Store, you 
Churka. 


read, his head lifted 

scarecrow!**^ corrected 


- happy to 


fi 


it 


377 


I lie extent of his love for trees and grass amazed 
and amused ns. 

Our district was sandy, so there was little 

foliage; only here and there in the yards could be 

fountl sickly willows, twisted elderberry bushes, 

or some dry grass hiding under the fences. 

If one of us sat down on this grass, the Dove 
woldd reprimand iis ancrfiJy- 

hat you have to spoil the grass for? Can’t 
you sit on the sand? It's all the same to you.^' 
In his presence we hesitated to break off a bit 

of flowering elderberry or cut a willow wand on 
the bank of the Oka. 

W^hat you always spoiling things for, you 

devils?" he would say, shrugging his shoulders in 
amazement. 


And tills amazement made us ashamed. 

All week long we collected old bast sandals in 
preparation for the sport we had on Saturdays. On 
Saturday evening when the Tatar stevedores were 
leaving the Siberian wharf, we would hide behind 
some street corner and throw sandals at them. At 
first they became angry, and cursed and chased us, 
but soon they themselves were drawn into the 
game. In expectation of the coming battle, they 
would also arm themselves with bast sandals—^ 
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more than once they even stole our ammunition, 

having noted where we hid our supply. But we 
objected. 

"That's no game," we said. 

So they would divide up the stolen goods, and 
launch the fight. Usually they took up their po¬ 
sition in an open place while we yelled and danced 
about them as we hurled our missiles. They also 
yelled, and they would roar with laughter every 
time one of us buried his nose in the sand, tripped 
up by a well-aimed sandal. 

Sometimes the game went on until dark. Petty 

tradesmen would watch us from the shelter of some 

corner, remonstrating for decency’s sake. But the 

sandals kept flying through the air like dusty, 

grey birds. Sometimes one of us took a staggering 

low, but the pleasure of the contest outweighed 
3-II pa.in and injury. 

The Tatars became as excited as we did. When 

battle was over, we would occasionally go 
ome with them, there to be treated to horse meat 
accompanied by a peculiar dish of vegetables, aft¬ 
er which we were served a strong brew of pressed 
ea an nut cake. We were extremely fond of 
t ese huge men, each one of whom seemed strong¬ 
er t an the other. There was some^ing simple 
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and childlike in their natures. I was particularly 

impressed by the fact that they never took offence 

and were always kind and considerate to each 
Other. 


All the Tatars laughed irresistibly—laughed 
until the tears rolled down their cheeks. One of 
them (a muzhik from Kasimov with a broken nose 
and fabulous strength—one day he carried a church 
bell weighing twenty-seven poods off a barge and 
well up onto the riverbank) would howl when he 


laughed arid keep cryiug; 


Oooo! Oooo! A word's a bird; heard the word 


—caught the bird; a golden bird!'" 

One day he sat the Dove on the palm of his 
hand and lifted hin"i up into the air. 

“Go on live up the sky," he said. 

On rainy days we would gather at the little 

house in the cemetery where Yaz lived with his 

fatjiei . His father was a crooked, bedraggled 

creature with long arms and sprouts of grimy hair 

his head and face. His head was like a withered 

turnip on tlie skinny stalk of his neck. He would 

blissfully narrow his yellow eyes and mutter 
quickly; 

Lord preserve us from sleepless nights! 
Ool" 
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We bought a bit of tea, some sugar and bread, 
and a little vodka for Yaz’s father. 

Put up the samovar, you rotten muzhik! ” 
Churka would order. 


And the muzhik would laugh and obey orders. 

While waiting for the water to boil, we would 

talk about our affairs, and he would give us 
advice. 

Look sharp—the day after tomorrow there’s to 

be a funeral feast at the Trusovs—ought to be a lot 
of bones left!" 

The Trusov s cook collects bones herself,” said 
the omniscient Churka. 

"Soon the weather’ll be nice enough to go to 
the woods,” mused the Dove as he gla\tced out of 
tnc window into tHe cemetery 

Yaz rarely spoke, and would silently watch us 

with his melancholy eyes as he demonstrated the 

toys e had found in garbage cans; a wooden 

so ler, a legless horse, buttons, and bits of 
brass. 

Hi, fa,he, ,et the table with odd cup, aud 

brought in the ,an.ovar. Kostroma poured the tea. 

w 1 e the old man drank his vodka and climbed up 

on the stove, gazing down on us with owl-like 
eyes and muttering; 
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C Lir.sos oa the bandi of you—us it Ju.mans vou 
are or whai' PJk.oI,' A Ivanol, of tl. loves— Lord 


ptc'sci'vc" U8 sleepless 

I'>111 \\ r a I A'11 t thieves, 
i 11 K‘ I ] i ic ves t lull. 


mo 

O 



1 f 


S ! 




saul ilie Do 


ve 




irKa 


un \ az s falJuM on vnii' nerves. 

^vollKI luL\\l at Jmu. 

h I u 1 1 n p. yon r o 11 e n i n u zJ u k ! ' 

I'lie Dove, Cluu-ka and 1 could not stand hoari.u^ 
in.n cnn.noralo ail iJ,o sick people In the distrlen 
and eonjeetnre as to wlneli of then, n-ould die 
hr.sl. Me seeined to sniaek Jii.s lips with antieipa- 
lion and showed not the slii^hlest pity, Wdten J.e 
•saw tJiat w'e wvre loath to listen, lie would pur- 

po se 1 y t ease us. 

Aha! .Afraid, are you, you little warts! I'here’.s 
one hig fat fellow sehetluled to kick olf.soon. Wn’t 
it l.ike him a lon^ time to rot ij.oin;!.! " 

We sloppe>.l him, hut he was not to he sipielehed. 

Aiul your turn 11 he eomint; soon! Can't expect 
lo last long living olf garl.age heaps!" 

All light, we 11 ihe—and they 11 promote us to 
angels," said the Hove. 

■'You,’ Angels,’ ’ marvelled Yaz s father and 
l)iokc out laughing. 1 hen lie continuevl torturing 
us with loathsoini' tales .ihout corpses. 




But sometimes he began saying strange things 

_ 1 _ 


in a low, buzzing voice 

Listen, fellows, the day before yesterday they 
buried a lady with a queer history. I found out all 
about it, and what do you think?. , 

He often spoke about women, and always in a 
filthy manner, but there was something plaintive 
and inquiring about his stories, as though he were 
appealing to us to help him think it through. We 
listened attentively. He spoke haltingly, often in¬ 
terrupting his speech to ask questions, but what 

he said always left irritating splinters and frag¬ 
ments in our memory. 

‘Who started the fire?' they ask her. ‘I did,' 
she says. ‘How's that, you fool? You was in the 

4-t^ ^ A. ,T j'ji/ 1 

I did! she repeats. Now 

thing like that for? Lord 
preserve us from sleepless nights!" 

He knew the life history of almost every one 
he had dug into the earth of that bare, dismal 
cemetery. And when he spoke, it was as though he 
opened the doors of the surrounding houses to us 
and we entered and observed the lives of the in¬ 
habitants. sensing something solemn and important 
m the act He seemed capable of talking the night 
‘■oug , ut as soon as darkness drew about the 


hospital that night!' 
what would she say a 
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windows, Churka would get up from the table 

and say: 

“I’m going home—mom’ll be worrying. Who’s 
coming along? 

o o 

We all went with him. Yaz walked as far as 
the fence with us, locked the gate, and pressed his 
dark, bony face to the bars as he said good-bye. 

We called to him, feeling uncomfortable about 
leaving him there in the cemetery. One evening 
Kostroma looked back and said. 

"One fine morning we’ll wake up and find 
him dcad/^ 

ChurKa often claimed that Yaz lived even worse 
than the rest of us, but the Dove objected. 

"We don't live bad at all,^^ he claimed. 

And I agreed with him. I enjoyed the independ¬ 
ent life of the streets, and I was fond of my com¬ 
rades. Out comp a n ioitsh ip filled me with a great 

new feeling, inspiring me with the desire ever to 
help and benefit them. 

Again I was encountering difficulties at school. 

1 he boys began to call me a tramp and a junkman, 
and after one of our c|uarrels they announced to the 
teacher that I smelled so strongly of garbage that 
it was impossible to sit next to me. I remember 
how deeply this hurt me and how difficult it was to 
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return to school aFter that Tk i 

txiat, ihe complaint w^c 

mean invention: I always ^,r 

each mornine and n ^ ^ ^ "Myself carefully 

ning ana never attended i • 

same clothes I wore while collecting 

St I passed the examinations for the th; ^ 

class. As a reward for good work I 

with a Certificate of Honour a Rkl 
Krylov's fables, and another look^ 

tearing the enigmatic title f r 

When 1 brought these nr u ^°^gana. 

father was /eepi; Pand. 

announced that we must li He 

tooks, and for that rea T ^ P^'^secve the 

away in his strongbox Fo ^ 
mother had been fll and 

father groaned and wailed; ^ Grand- 

out of hous^and homT mating me 

^oXxt t;tkf:;::ci ^^^m 

I spoiled the Certificate of f ^^^mother. 

on it and then handed it ov^JT""" ^ ^^ribbling 

scribbles. ^ '^‘‘^out noticing the 

When school was over I reti j 

; ' -- -d. dte arriZt;:4-ltn^ 
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even more fascinating. We made more money now 
and on Sundays the whole group of us would go 

out to the fields and forests, returning home late 

in the evening pleasantly worn out and bound even 
closer to each other. 

But this life did not last long. My stepfather 
osl his job and again went away somewhere, and 
my mother and little brother Nikolai came to 
stay with grandfather. Since my grandmother had 
gone to live in the home of a wealthy merchant 
for whona she was embroidering a coverlet for the 
Body of Christ, I had to act as nursemaid. 

My silent, wasted mother scarcely had the 
strength to lift her feet. My brother had scrofulous 
ulcers on his ankles and was so weak that he could 
not even cry. If he was hungry, he would moan 
orribly, and if he was not hungry he would drowse 

an give great sighs, purring the while like a 
kitten. 

What he needs is good food, but where can 1 

get enough to feed you all?" said my grandfather 

one day, after a careful examination of the baby. 

He doesn’t need much," replied my mother 
with a raucous sigh. 

"This one a little—that one a little—and alto¬ 
gether a lot. .. ." 


3S6 


He gave a disgusted wave oflus J.and and turne I 
to me: 


in ti 


Nikolai needs to be out in tl,e sun 
sand. . . 

I brought a sack of clean, dry sand and dumped 

1 m a sunny spot beneath the window. Hum I 
uricd my brother in it np ,o |,i, 

father had ordered. Tl.e baby .seemed to like tt 
He wouhU.t there rqui,„i„„ blissfully and 
at me teit i amazing eye.s, eonsisting. it seeine.l of 
on y blue .riser encireled by a r.ng of I,e|,ter blue 
I became very (end of ,ny brother, ideen.ed to 
e^ha he understood all my tl,oughts and I wouU 

which ”• >'>^°“>;h 

•■■.don't take much brains .. 

y smart enough to know how to live, now 

ofco,!\''‘“%“’““"'' *’>’ “ Ptolonged lit 

Of coughing from my motlier. 

them'',°'‘“ r'*'*' “■■">» "oJ lift 

.eould wat^: It'imen'uyThe T' 

khat my brotLr 'T f me_could it be 

my brother realized how bored I was sitting 
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there bes.de hi.n; was he aware of the fact that I 

tvaitted to leave him and join my friends in the 

streetf 

The yard was small and filled with all sorts of 
rubbish. A straggling of sheds and other structures 
extended from the gate to the bath-house at the 
ack of the yard. The roofs were piled high with 
boards, logs, bits of damp wood and the wreckage 
of boats trophies fished out of the Oka when 
the ice broke and the river was swollen with 
spring. The entire yard was cluttered with riv¬ 
er-soaked wood which, when heated by the sun, 

*in odour o£* dcciiy. 

Next door to us was a small slaughterhouse. 
Almost every morning we could hear the moanin- 
of calves and the bleating of sheep, and the smeU 
of blood was so strong that it seemed to me it hung 

in the dust-y air like a fine red net. 

When the cries of the animals were silenced by 
an axe blow between the horns, Nikolai would 
frown and purse his lips, as though trying to imi¬ 
tate the animal sounds, but he succeeded only in 
producing a puffing little "phooh, phooh."^ 

At noon grandfather would poke his head 
til rough the window and call: 

“Dinner !" 


'm 



He himself would hold the baby on his knee 
and feed it by chewing up bread and potatoes, 
which he would then poke between the baby's 

and sharp little 
chin. When he had administered a little of such 

food, he would lift the child’s shirt, poke its 
bloated stomach, and say: 

morlv"'''*" enough—maybe a little 

Can't you see he's reaching for the bread?" 

y mother would say from the dark corner where 
She was lying, 

"A baby can't tell when it's had enough." 
ut he would push another ball of mush into 

I S mouth. I suffered from the shame of this feed- 
L!k- my throat, choking me and 

making me. want to throw up. 

him^J^ U grandfather at last. "Take 

nim to his mother." 

when I took • 

moan and raach .owa^^ 

omaciamd d,a. .h. „ae™bled a “ 

long, fleshless arms. ' 

she ^'ew words 

ere wrung raspmgly from her seeth- 
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mg chest. All clay long she lay silently dying in 

the corner. I sensed that she was dying, and my 

grandfather made it clear by speaking too often 

and too insistently of death, especially in the 

evenings when the air was filled with the heavy 
odour of decay. ^ 


Grandfather’s bed stood in the corner almost 

under the icons. He slept with his head toward the 

window, and before falling asleep he would keep 
muttering to himself: 


'Well, the time’s come to die. A fine 


sight we’ll 


present to our Maker I What we going to say? As 
il I hadn’t been working all my life—always doing 




something. And look what it comes to! 

I slept on the floor between the stove and the 
window. The space was too short for me and I had 
to stick my feet under the stove, where the roaches 
kept tickling my toes. But my observations from 
this vantage point often gave me a malicious satis¬ 
faction. In doing the cooking, grandfather was 
forever breaking the glass in the window with the 
other end of the poker or the pole with which he 
pulled the pots out of the oven. It was strange and 
ridiculous that anyone as clever as he was should 

not have thought of cutting off the end of the 
pole. 
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One day when something was boiling over in 

the oven, he gave the pole such a yank that he 

upset and broke the clay pot and smashed the cross 

piece of the window and both panes of glass. This 

was so great a misfortune that the old man sat 
down on the floor and wept. 

"Oh Lord. Oh Lord," he wailed. 

■ When he left the house later, I took the bread 
knife and hacked off the end of the pole. 

Curses and damnation!" cried grandfather 

vvTat I had done. 

hear? — 

AWED It off! Could have made some rolling 
pins out of the piece and sold them! Devil of a 

family I ve got!" 

Better keep your hands off everything," said my 
mother when he had run out into the entranceway. 
e died at noon on a Sunday in August, 
y stepfather had recently returned from his 

IV*"!.*!! ^ '^‘■“■'‘Imother and Niko- 

at had already moved with him into a clean little 

P r ment next to the station where they were to 

ave taken my mother within the next few days 

On the morning of the day she died she said to 


39J 


want to see 


1 


C.O toll Yev^^'om Vasil vevu'h I 


uin 


> * 


Sho sat up. leaning against the ^^-all for support. 
Kun quick'" she aJJcd. sinking hack on the 

11 1 W', 

It seomoa to me that she was smiling, and a 
new light gleainod in her eves. 




.j stepraincr was 

.'•t mass and grandmother .sent me to the Jewess 

lor some smiir. She liad none ready, and so I had 

Is-, wait while she pulverized the tobacco. 

When I finally returned to my grandfather's 

louse, 1 found mother sitting at the fable dressed 

in a clean lavender dress, her hair carefully 

combed, as proud and haughty as she had for- 
incrly been. 

“feeling bcttorV’ 1 a.sked with unaccountable 

sliyness. 

Come here," she said, giving me a fearful 

ook. Where have you been gal 1 ivant ing ’ " 

Before I had time to answer she seized me by 

the hair, grabbed a long flexible knife off the table 

and struck me %vith the flat blade until it fell out 
of her hantlvS. 

Pick it up! Clive it liere! ’ 

I picked up the knife and placet! it on the table. 
Mother gave me a push and I sat down on the edge 


:i92 


ll^aVyT' ‘ 

Rising from the chair, she slowly ntade her way 
w.pe her perspiring face. Her hand moved Leer 

thTh''' “r'"® pillow wTh 

the handkerchief twitching in her fingers 
oome water. . . ^ • 

I dipped a cupful of 

Raising her head with difficultv sh. 1 L , 

Irtaar L j slie took a swal- 

, pushed me away with a cold A j 

thf:'rttt' m' “ VetrL:: 

slowly lowerL”^ Lg'^Iash ^ 

II lashes over her eve^j 

h^r U J pressed close to her sides while 

sLlTZerlt^^rih ^ 

!■" “kl" tight, her noseX; Her Loth® 

n-y hat wtht?""*'^?®" *'''■ -P I" 

turn gre;. ® face stiffen and 

l^y grandfather entered. 

'pother is dead," I said, 
at the Cd^°“ ‘■cpliod with a glance 
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i Hcii lie went 
clangour of pan 

I watched 

my mother was 
izc it. 


to the oven and 


O 


a n d 


pole negan 
him wi 
d e a d 






, waitine 

O 



^^lth a horrioie 
to remove the 
knowledge that 

r him to real- 


My s.cpfatlie, came in, all dressed up i„ a white 
■nen cuar He quietly picited up a chair 

• ntl carr.ed ,t to my ,no,her-s bedside. Suddenly 
he dropped the chair and bellowed like a brt 


ho 


rn: 


ass 


IS 



X grandfather staggered 


startings 

O 

over to 


She s dead! Look! 

With the pole ill his hand and hi 
out of his head, m 
the bed. 

When they began shovelling the dry sand down 
onto my mother’s coffin, grandmother wandered 
off among the other graves. She stumbled blindly 
over one of the crosses and injured her face 
Yaz s father took her to his house, and while 

She washed the wound he ciuietlv wK; J 
, ^ '^iuicciy whispered 

words of consolation in my ear; 

Lord preserve us from sleepless nights! What’s 
t ie matter with youP Mustn't mind a thing like 
tins, am right, grandmother? The poor and 

the rich, all go in the ditch—am I right 
iTiotner?^^ ° ' 



He ijbnceJ ihrou^-h tlu* vmuJow auJ snJJonly 

ran out ot the houic rc*tiirni!ij> wuh iH-aimnj; face 
the Oove in tow 




out 





>pur 




It 

4urc ii 




saiJ tlic olJ man, noj^inu’ 

.. I If 

ju5t look wliai a linJ! 
anJ me ar.* making yon a prcM-nt of 
at littl<* wheel, eh/ You can he 

some i. ossack s hoot! I was 

lo buy It from the Dove-^^IfereJ him two 

m 






you lying for/" iniitterej tlie Hove 
*njTAy. while YaxY father kept hopping in front 
of (T%e anci winking. 

» that for a 





fiK V-an t get away 

«<itil nothing with hiin» Well n \ .1 1 

® It s Hot me hut him 

u making you a present of it, he . . ." 

When grandmother had Inmhed washing, she 

•PM • kerchief around her blue, swollen face 
«nd called me to go home with her. but I refused. 

there would be drinking and probably 
»ng at the feast following the funeral. 

ft *1** aT. s'***^* *" church I had heard 

Uncle Mikhail say to Uncle Yakov: 

"Wel!^ we II have a good drink today, eh/" 

or on »o cheer me up by hanging the 

h»i chin and trying to reach it with his 




toiiv^uc \ az s father lauphcd with nhviou.s <''xarpc r- 
ation, crvin^: 

‘Just look what he's doing! Just look!” Kul 
when he saw that this failed to amuse me, he he- 
came serious. 

Enough, enough. Eull your-^elF topeifier, Ev(*ry- 
body has to die, even the birds. Listen—if you 
want, I 11 put some turf around your motlier s 
grave, how’d you like that? We’ll go to the field.s 
now and gather it you and the IDove and rne 
and my Yaz too. ^edl cut the turf and put 

it around pretty—won't be another grave to 
match it!'''' 

I liked this idea, and we all w'ent out into the 
fields. 


A few'days after my mother's funeral my grand¬ 
father said to me: 

^'Well, Alexei, can t exactly call you a medal 
hanging around my neck! No room for you here 

any more. Time you w'ere getting out in the 
w'orld. 

So I got out into the w'orld. 
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described by the Russian aulbor 
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